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Children growing up in disadvantage often enter school without the requisite 
social, emotional, and behavioral skills to be successful. Considering the importance of 
social-emotional skills for school and later life success, it is critical to understand factors 
associated with social-emotional development across the transition to elementary school. 
The current study will utilize an ecological approach to identify the influence of 
malleable home- (i.e., parent-child relationship [microsystem]) and school-based (i.e., 
home-school connection [mesosystem]) contextual factors over time (chronosystem) on 
children’s school readiness and social-emotional adjustment to early elementary school, 
and uncover the role of community setting (exosystem) in understanding children’s 
school readiness trajectories. The sample is comprised of 250 children and their parents 
and teachers participating in a federally funded longitudinal study of early education 
practices. Children were followed from preschool through first grade, and parents and 
teachers provided ratings of the parent-child relationship, home-school connection, and 
children’s social-emotional skills at each time point. Geographic context did not appear 
to directly influence children’s social-emotional skill trajectories; however geographic 
context did influence parent-child relationship quality (favoring urban families) and the 
home-school connection (also favoring urban families), both of which had significant 
 
effects on children’s social-emotional functioning during the transition from preschool to 
first grade. Understanding the association between malleable home- and school-based 
relationships and children’s school readiness and social-emotional adjustment during the 
transition to school may help identify better ways to support schools and families during 
the transition to elementary school, particularly for children living in rural communities, 
and ultimately help close the achievement gap for children who are disadvantaged.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
Each year, approximately four million children enter the formal educational 
system in the United States. Yet, a large majority of children are inadequately prepared 
and lack the requisite social, emotional, and behavioral skills to be successful in school 
and potentially in life (Isaacs, 2012; Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2000). When children lack 
expected school readiness skills, the transition to school is more difficult. Approximately 
half of typically developing children encounter problems during their first year of school, 
including difficulties following directions, working independently, and working with 
others (Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2000). For children experiencing correlates of poverty 
(e.g., ethnic/racial minority, single-parent household, low parental education, poor 
parenting), rates of social-behavioral problems throughout early childhood and at school 
entry are considerably higher (Halle et al., 2009; Isaacs, 2012), putting them at greater 
risk for difficulties during the transition to school.  
Strong social-emotional skills (e.g., communication, cooperation, empathy, 
engagement, responsibility, self-control) and a lack of problem behavior are prerequisite 
to success in school and later life (Ladd et al., 2006). The disparities in social-emotional 
functioning for children from disadvantaged backgrounds at school entry are alarming. A 
child’s experiences in the earliest years of schooling are predictive of their long-term 
educational trajectory (Romano et al., 2010), and children experiencing social-emotional 
difficulties in kindergarten are prone to immediate and long-term social and academic 
problems (Bettencourt et al., 2018; Duncan et al., 2007). Unfortunately, this large number 
of children who begin school with social-emotional difficulties are unlikely to catch up to 
more successful students and may even continue to fall even further behind, ultimately 
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contributing to long-term deleterious outcomes and widening gaps in academic and social 
success (McClelland et al., 2006). Thus, ensuring that all children are socially and 
behaviorally ready for school is critical.  
An ecological perspective can facilitate an understanding of a child’s ability to 
adjust in the process of starting elementary school. An ecological perspective recognizes 
the importance of the various systems in which children grow, develop, and make 
transitions (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). Accordingly, children’s readiness for school and 
ability to adapt in early elementary school is influenced by both the proximal home- 
(parent-child relationship) and school-based (i.e., home-school connection) factors within 
a child’s primary settings as well as by more distal contextual factors (i.e., community 
setting, socioeconomic status; Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 2000). An ecological approach 
moves beyond a focus on a child’s individual skills as the key to transition success; 
instead, it emphasizes the relationships among an array of contexts and the continuity (or 
discontinuity) in these relationships over time. Adjustment in the transition to school is, 
therefore, a product of the relationships among the various contexts and persons within 
the developing child’s life, including the child, their family, schools and teachers, peers, 
and the wider community. Interactions within and among these contexts and persons can 
be important sources of support to foster early school success and can provide a 
foundation to encourage smooth and successful transitions to school, particularly for 
children for whom the transition to school may be challenging.  
Understanding how contextual influences operate and interact to influence 
children’s adjustment, immediately and over time, is prerequisite to establishing effective 
interventions to inform successful transitions for highly vulnerable children. Thus, it is 
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necessary to examine the trajectory of relationships, and particularly malleable home- 
(i.e., parent-child relationship) and school-based (i.e., home-school connection) 
relationships, during this significant developmental transition from preschool through 
early elementary school for children at risk. Such research will help identify ways to 
intervene to set children on a positive trajectory for school and life success. 
Utilizing an ecological approach, this study will identify the influence of 
malleable home- (i.e., parent-child relationship [microsystem]) and school-based (i.e., 
home-school connection [mesosystem]) contextual factors over time (chronosystem) on 
children’s school readiness and social-emotional adjustment to early elementary school, 
and uncover the role of community setting (exosystem) in understanding children’s 
school readiness trajectories. It is predicted that positive relationships within (parent-
child) and across (home-school) settings will be associated with children’s social-
emotional skills and adjustment across the transition from preschool to first grade. 
Further, it is expected that the benefits of a positive parent-child relationship and home-
school connection will be greatest for children living in rural communities.  
This study was conducted in rural and urban school districts in one Midwestern 
state. Participants were part of a larger, federally funded longitudinal study of classroom 
and school factors associated with students’ learning across transitions from preschool 
through third grade (Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of Education, 
Grant #R305N160016). The current study extends the goals of the Learning Frontiers 
Project to take a deeper look at the impact of malleable home- and school-based 
relationship factors during children’s transition from preschool through first grade. 
Children (N = 250) and their parents were enrolled in the study during their preschool 
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year and followed through first grade. All preschool classrooms were housed in publicly 
funded, Title I preschool programs. Parents and teachers completed measures of the 
parent-child relationship, home-school connection, and child social skills and problem 
behaviors at four time points (fall of preschool, spring of preschool, spring of 
kindergarten, spring of first grade).  
Latent growth curve modeling (LGCM) through structural equation modeling 
(SEM) methodology was used to determine individual growth trajectories and address the 
specific aims while accounting for dependency among observations due to multiple time 
points nested within children/parents, and children/parents nested within classrooms. 
First, separate curve-of-factors LGCM were computed to identify the developmental 
trajectories of (1) children’s social-emotional skills, (2) parent-child relationship quality, 
and (3) the home-school connection across the transition from preschool (T1) through 
first grade (T4). The parent-child relationship and the home-school connection were then 
included as time-varying covariates in the identified growth structure for children’s 
social-emotional skills. A multiple group LGCM was conducted to determine the unique 
impact of community setting (i.e., urban, rural) on children’s social-emotional 
trajectories.  
Results suggest that, on average, children’s social skills remain relatively stable 
across the transition from preschool to first grade. However, there remained significant 
unexplained variance, suggesting individual variability in children’s initial status of 
social-emotional skills at the start of preschool and in their developmental trajectories. 
Geographic context (i.e., urban vs rural) did not appear to directly influence children’s 
social-emotional skill trajectories, however it did influence parent-child relationship 
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quality (favoring urban families) and the home-school connection (also favoring urban 
families), both of which had significant effects on children’s social-emotional functioning 
during the transition from preschool to first grade. Specifically, higher quality parent-
child relationships in preschool and kindergarten were associated with improved social-
emotional adjustment both concurrently and predictively (i.e., from preschool to first 
grade). Greater home-school connections were also associated with improved concurrent 
social-emotional adjustment in first grade. The parent-child relationship and home-school 
connection appear to have similar relations with social-emotional trajectories across both 
urban and rural groups.  
This study uncovers meaningful malleable home- and school-based factors that 
stand to improve the school readiness of young children at risk as they transition into the 
formal educational system. The results of this study pinpoint new targets for primary 
prevention and intervention efforts intended to improve school readiness for all children 
and ensure that disadvantaged children start school with the social-emotional skills 
necessary for school success. This approach will change the ways in which we may 
prepare schools and families for the transition to elementary school. By focusing on 
malleable home- and school-based relationships, children’s positive social skills may be 
enhanced and adjustment problems may be circumvented, serving to ultimately improve 




CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
The transition to school signifies a normative developmental milestone for 
children, one which is associated with the development of a novel role (i.e., student) and 
changes in settings, environments, and expectations (Bronfenbrenner, 1977; Entwisle & 
Alexander, 1999). During this transition period, children are highly sensitive to new 
influences that can have lasting impacts on development. A child’s experiences in the 
earliest years of schooling are predictive of their long-term educational trajectory. 
Entering school is a period of critical development of both cognitive and non-cognitive 
knowledge and skills that are integral to future success in school and in life (Entwisle & 
Alexander, 1993). Children with positive early school experiences are likely to continue 
toward a positive trajectory (Romano et al., 2010). Success in the kindergarten year in 
terms of academic, social, and emotional competence is predictive of later school success 
(Entwisle & Alexander, 1999). However, adjustment in school is a challenge for many 
children (Miller et al., 2003; Schulting et al., 2005). Children who have a difficult time 
adjusting to changes in settings, roles, and expectations during the transition to school 
also have a difficult time catching up to peers in subsequent years (Alexander & 
Entwisle, 1988). Negative early experiences during the transition to school create gaps in 
academic and social success that unfortunately only continue to widen over time. Low 
levels of achievement in the first few years of school is predictive of continued academic 
problems, as well as school dropout, drug and alcohol use, juvenile delinquency, 
employment difficulties, and lifelong mental health problems (Duncan et al., 2007).  
In alignment with national efforts to ensure all children start school ready 
(National Educational Goals Panel [NEGP], 1998), it is necessary to uncover key factors 
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associated with early school success. School readiness encompasses a range of skills and 
developmental domains, including physical well-being and motor development, social-
emotional development, approaches to learning, language development, and cognition 
and general knowledge (National Education Goals Panel [NEGP], 1997), that are 
indicative of whether a child is prepared for the school environment (Meisels, 1999). 
Although each domain is important for promoting school readiness, the current study will 
focus on social-emotional skills (i.e., strong social skills and lack of problem behavior) as 
indicators of school readiness. Social-emotional competence facilitates adjustment and 
success across academic, social, and behavioral domains in school and across the lifespan 
(Burchinal et al., 2020; Jones et al., 2015). Additionally, social-emotional skills are 
malleable and can be taught, learned, and improved upon (Carneiro et al., 2006; Jones et 
al., 2015), making social-emotional skills an ideal target for prevention and intervention 
efforts. 
Social-emotional Skills as Indicators of School Readiness  
Social-emotional learning has received increased attention over the years due to 
its conceptual and empirical linkages with early school readiness and social adjustment 
(e.g., Durlak et al., 2011; Ladd et al., 2006; Zins et al., 2007). Social-emotional 
competencies provide the foundation upon which children’s early learning and 
development take place. Learning is inherently a social process, and even at a young age, 
children learn through relationships and collaborations with others (Zins et al., 2007). 
Thus, the ability to engage in positive and effective interactions with others is key to 
providing a foundation for learning (Denham et al., 2014). Once children enter school, 
social-emotional skills aide children in the learning process and assist them in adjusting 
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to and navigating the social and emotional contexts of their classroom (Zins et al., 2007). 
Learning is facilitated when children are able to meet the expectations for appropriate 
classroom behavior, including following directions, sitting still, sustaining attention, 
cooperating with peers and adults, and managing negative emotions (Denham & Brown 
2010). Competent use of social-emotional skills enables children to benefit from 
instruction and function more effectively and successfully in the classroom environment 
(e.g., Denham et al., 2015; Graziano et al., 2007). Indeed, a child’s social-emotional skills 
in preschool are predictive of their academic and social skills during the early school 
years (Burchinal et al., 2020).  
Psychosocial adjustment is one of the main factors influencing children’s 
adaptation to school and academic success (Duncan & Magnuson, 2011). Children who 
enter kindergarten with more competent profiles of social-emotional skills (i.e., positive 
social skills, lack of problem behavior, emotion regulation abilities) are more successful 
in adjusting to school and also have better grades and higher levels of achievement 
compared to children with less competent profiles of social-emotional skills (e.g., Arnold 
et al., 2012; Bell et al., 2016; Denham, Bassett, Mincic, et al., 2012). When children are 
able to successfully regulate their emotions and behaviors, they can devote resources to 
attend to, focus on, and engage in classroom learning tasks and positive interactions with 
others (Denham et al., 2015; Graziano et al., 2007; Vitiello & Williford, 2016). 
Compared to children with social-emotional deficits, young children with social-
emotional competencies are given more instruction and positive feedback by teachers 
(Denham & Brown, 2010) and develop positive relationships with teachers (Graziano et 
al., 2007; Portilla et al., 2014), all of which further facilitates learning. In addition, social-
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emotional competencies in early childhood predict key young adult outcomes such as 
educational attainment, employment, mental health, reduced substance use, and reduced 
crime involvement (Jones et al., 2015).  
In contrast, the lack of competent social-emotional skills at school entry may 
hinder a child’s adjustment to and success in school, setting them on a negative 
educational trajectory (Bettencourt et al., 2018; Duncan et al., 2007). Without social-
emotional competencies, young children show dislike for school, participate infrequently 
in class, and perform poorly on academic tasks (Raver & Knitzer, 2002). Not 
surprisingly, children who have difficulties managing negative emotions may not have 
the personal resources needed to focus on learning (Graziano et al., 2007; Shields et al., 
2001). Furthermore, children who enter school with social-emotional deficits or 
behavioral difficulties tend to have low quality and conflictual relationships with their 
teachers (Graziano et al., 2007; Portilla et al., 2014) and peers (Curby et al., 2015), 
thereby, missing out on important learning interactions. Emotion dysregulation and 
aggressive social behaviors are associated with concurrent and later indicators of poor 
academic success (e.g., Denham, Bassett, Mincic, et al., 2012; Hammer et al., 2017). In 
particular, early hyperactive and externalizing behaviors, even prior to school entry, are 
associated with poor cognitive development at school entry and throughout middle 
childhood (Hammer et al., 2017; Turney & McLanahan, 2015). Children who exhibit 
social-emotional deficits at school entry are also at an increased likelihood of ongoing 
social-emotional problems (Burchinal et al., 2020) as well as being retained in a grade, 
receiving special education services, and being suspended or expelled (Bettencourt et al., 
2018). Given the implications of social-emotional skills on children’s academic 
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performance, learning, and outcomes, they are considered paramount for school 
readiness.  
Despite increased efforts to ensure all children enter school ready to learn and 
able to adapt to changing environments and demands (NEGP, 1998), there are 
considerable differences in children’s general knowledge, approaches to learning, social-
emotional competence, and emergent reading and mathematics skills at school entry (Lee 
& Burkman, 2002). Notably, many children lack the requisite social, emotional, and 
behavioral skills to be successful in school and in life. Approximately half of typically 
developing children encounter problems during their first year of school, including 
difficulties following directions, working independently, and working with others 
(Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2000). Children experiencing correlates of poverty (e.g., poverty, 
ethnic/racial minority, single-parent household, low parental education, poor parenting) 
demonstrate social-behavioral problems at school entry at rates considerably higher than 
more advantaged peers (Halle et al., 2009; Isaacs, 2012), putting them at risk for 
difficulties during the transition to school. Children who start off school behind their 
peers are unlikely to catch up to more successful students and may continue to fall further 
behind, ultimately contributing to long-term deleterious outcomes and widening gaps in 
academic and social success (McClelland et al., 2006).  
Theoretical Framework  
An ecological perspective recognizes the importance of the various systems in 
which children grow, develop, and make transitions (Bronfenbrenner, 1986), and aides in 
explaining children’s social-emotional development during the transition to school. 
Proximal processes (i.e., interactions between the developing individual and the persons, 
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objects, and symbols within the immediate environment) are the primary mechanism 
through which children’s development is impacted (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998). Yet 
the power of such processes to influence development depends upon functions of both the 
individual’s biological characteristics as well as the nature and saliency of environmental 
contexts. Furthermore, developmental processes are impacted by relations within and 
between a child’s immediate environmental contexts, and the larger social contexts in 
which those settings are embedded (Bronfenbrenner, 1977).  
Within an ecological perspective, children’s readiness for school and ability to 
adapt during the transition to early elementary school is influenced by both proximal 
factors within a child’s primary settings (e.g., parent-child relationship, home-school 
connection) as well as by more distal contextual factors (e.g., community setting, 
socioeconomic status; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998; Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 2000). 
Ecological theory emphasizes the importance of understanding the contexts in which 
children and families make transitions, and the relationships among home, school, and 
community groups that support children during this sensitive period of development 
(Pianta & Kraft-Sayre, 2003). The transition to school is viewed as a process, rather than 
a single event (Bohan-Baker & Little, 2004), that is embedded within social contexts and 
enacted through relationships and interactions. Further, within this view, the transition to 
school encompasses more than just a singular focus on the readiness skills possessed by 
children, but also incorporates the influence of contextual factors and connections across 
contexts at any given time and across time (Pianta et al., 1999).  
Microsystem 
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The first and most proximal level of influence on a child’s development is the 
microsystem, which includes all of the environments and structures within which a child 
has regular and direct contact (Bronfenbrenner, 1977). For young children, this is 
primarily their home environment and includes the individuals residing within the home 
(i.e., parents and/or caregivers). Early experiences, particularly within the home, are 
especially formative during a child’s first years of life. Parents are the most important 
agents of children’s socialization, laying the foundations for the child’s subsequent 
interactions with the world outside the family (Kuczynski & Knafo, 2014). Parents play a 
critical role in the early learning and development of their children by providing a context 
within which children’s cognitive, social, emotional, behavioral, and physical 
development can be stimulated, and by establishing relationships and connections within 
and outside the home that are important to facilitate learning (Landry et al., 2003). 
Indeed, young children benefit most from environments that are safe and secure and 
provide sensitive, responsive caregiving and exposure to a variety of stimulating learning 
opportunities (Ainsworth, 1979; Landry et al., 2003). Mother-child relationships are 
deemed important in children’s academic and social adjustment during their exposure to 
formal schooling. It is well documented that positive parenting and nurturant parent-child 
interactions in the first five years of life are among the strongest predictors of children’s 
social-emotional competence and overall developmental wellbeing (Burchinal, et al., 
2006; Lincoln et al., 2017; Vanderbilt-Adriance & Shaw, 2008).   
Once children enter school, the classroom environment and the experiences and 
interactions therein become another important microsystem. Teachers play an important 
role in shaping young children’s educational experiences by providing a safe, enriched, 
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and stimulating environment outside of the home. Thus, the relationships and interactions 
between children and their teachers are also critical in supporting children’s early 
learning experiences (Crosnoe, Morrison, et al., 2010). The teacher-child relationship 
provides children with a base for adapting to the social environment of school and 
positive teacher-child relationships facilitate social and emotional development in early 
childhood (Denham, Basset, & Zinsser, 2012; Hamre & Pianta, 2001, 2005). Further, the 
quality of teacher-child relationships has long-term impacts on children’s psychosocial 
development across the early elementary years (Buyse et al., 2009; Denham, Bassett, & 
Zinsser, 2012; Hamre & Pianta, 2001). 
Mesosystem 
The next level of influence is the mesosystem, which represents connections and 
interactions between a child’s primary, immediate environments (Bronfenbrenner, 1977). 
One of the most important mesosystems for young children is the connection between 
their home and school environments. A positive relationship between children’s home 
and school settings bridges the two most influential contexts in which their learning and 
development occur (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). The home and school contexts offer unique 
influences on children’s development, and consistency and bidirectional communication 
between the two supports positive development (Christenson & Sheridan, 2001). The 
connection between home and school has been long implicated as an essential influence 
in children’s academic and social-emotional success (Hughes & Kwok, 2007; Serpell & 
Mashburn, 2011; Sheridan et al., 2010). Specifically, parent involvement in education 
enables home-school communication, awareness of child difficulties, and consistency in 
behavioral expectations across settings. Children exhibit positive social, emotional, and 
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behavioral adjustment when their parents are involved in their education, both at home 
and at school (e.g., El Nokali et al., 2011).  
Exosystem 
Other ecological systems, such as the exosystem, may also influence the 
developmental trajectories of children’s social-emotional skills, parent-child 
relationships, and the home-school connection. One such exosystemic factor is 
community setting, or locale (e.g., urban, rural), which influences the types of 
experiences, opportunities, and resources that are available to children in their proximal 
home and school environments (Bronfenbrenner, 1986; Miller & Votruba-Drzal, 2013). 
Rural and urban communities differ in substantial ways with regards to home 
environments, educational practices, population, access to resources, and economic 
conditions (Conger, 2013; Miller & Votruba-Drzal, 2013). These contextual differences 
between rural and urban communities confer both risks and protection with regards to 
children’s transition to elementary school, as well as the quality of the parent-child 
relationship and home-school connection during early childhood. Given the greater social 
isolation in rural areas compared to urban areas, it may be that family qualities and 
characteristics play a greater role in influencing children’s development than do qualities 
of urban families. For example, a child’s primary social network is likely to be kin-based 
in the rural context, which may differentially influence developmental and social 
trajectories (Vernon-Feagans & Cox, 2013). Rural communities also offer many adaptive 
features, such as lower population density, accessibility of nature and green spaces, 
safety, and proximity to extended family (Vogt et al., 2014) that may positively impact 
parenting and early development. In contrast, the greater prevalence of single parent 
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families and fewer “close knit” relationships among family members in urban areas 
(American Psychological Association [APA], 2005) may impede the development of 
optimal parent-child relationships. Larger cities also present additional unique challenges, 
such as a lack of green spaces, community violence exposure, high crime rates, 
overcrowding, and pollution (Evans, 2006), that could impact child development. 
There is also evidence of an urban-rural wealth gap, with typically higher wealth 
concentrated in urban areas. Compared to growing up in urban areas, children in rural 
areas are more likely to live in poverty or neighborhoods with few resources and 
experience poverty-related risks, such as low parental education, high levels of parental 
stress, and poor parental mental health (Anderson et al., 2013; Robinson et al., 2017), all 
of which may impact parenting behaviors and limit rural parents’ ability to provide 
stimulating learning environments. Yet there is growing wealth inequality and 
homelessness in urban areas as well, with poverty particularly concentrated in ethnic and 
minority urban neighborhoods (APA, 2005; Pender et al., 2019). Although poverty is 
prevalent across both the urban and rural contexts, the ways that poverty manifests across 
diverse geographic contexts may have important implications for child development.  
Additionally, children in rural areas are less likely to attend preschool programs 
(Malik et al., 2018; Smith et al., 2008) and more likely to attend less resourced schools 
and enter school behind (Henderson & Mapp, 2002; Lee & Burkam, 2002; Robinson et 
al., 2017) relative to their urban counterparts. There is also research to suggest children in 
rural areas are at greater risk than their urban counterparts for experiencing a mental, 
behavioral, or developmental disorder (Lenardson et al., 2010; Robinson et al., 2017), as 
well as externalizing behaviors (Sheridan et al., 2014) and more challenging 
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temperaments (Neumann et al., 2020). This risk for behavior problems is likely 
exacerbated by long-standing barriers to services in rural communities (Anderson et al., 
2013; Robinson et al., 2017; Sheridan et al., 2014).  
Macrosystem  
The macrosystem represents the most indirect and distal system influencing child 
development, and includes the overarching economic, social, educational, legal, and 
political systems in which the child’s microsystem, mesosystem, and exosystem exist 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1977). Family socioeconomic status is one such macrosystemic 
variable that has the potential to determine the social structures and activities (or lack 
thereof) that occur within a developing child’s life. Low socioeconomic status negatively 
affects the developing child’s environment in myriad ways, such as by determining the 
home learning environment, parents’ psychological well-being, the neighborhood in 
which the family lives, and the childcare settings and schools which the child attends. 
Children growing up in poverty are likely to live in disadvantaged neighborhoods and 
attend less resourced, low quality childcare centers and schools (Jeon et al., 2014; McCoy 
et al., 2015). Furthermore, the extant literature consistently links poverty and poverty-
related risk factors (e.g., low parental education, single-parent households, family 
conflict) with young children’s behavioral problems and poor social-emotional 
competence. Compared to their more affluent peers, children from low-income families 
are more likely to exhibit internalizing and externalizing behavior problems throughout 
early childhood (e.g., Mazza et al., 2017; Whittaker et al., 2011) and at kindergarten entry 
(e.g., Waldfogel & Washbrook, 2011).  
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Given that most learning takes place through interactions with others, 
understanding the impact of family culture and home language is also critical to 
understanding children’s social and cognitive development. A mismatch between family 
and school culture can present unique challenges to socialization and acculturation for 
both children and families alike, including barriers to communicating and forming 
relationships with teachers and peers (Antony-Newman, 2019; Halle et al., 2014; Hornby 
& Lafaele, 2011). Yet, young dual language learners (i.e., a child acquiring two or more 
languages simultaneously) and bilingual learners (i.e., children who are proficient in both 
their heritage language as well as the language of instruction) demonstrate advantages in 
self-control (e.g., attentional control, executive function), interpersonal skills, and 
behavior (e.g., lower levels of behavior problems) compared to monolingual English-
speaking peers (Guhn et al., 2016; Halle et al., 2014).  
Chronosystem  
The chronosystem refers to the impact of changes over time within and across the 
environments in which a child is developing, the changes within the child him/herself, 
and the dynamic relationship among the two processes (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). 
Normative transitions, such as the transition into formal schooling, serve as an impetus 
for developmental change both directly and indirectly by affecting contextual processes 
within a child’s life. Relationships within (i.e., parent-child relationship) and among (i.e., 
home-school connection) contexts change over time and either support or challenge 
children’s development and adjustment (Mashburn & Pianta, 2006; Rimm-Kaufman & 
Pianta, 2000). 
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In alignment with ecological systems theory, social relational theory can help 
conceptualize the impact of change in relationships over time. Social Relational Theory 
recognizes the dynamic, bidirectional nature of parent-child interactions over time 
(Kuczynski & De Mol, 2015), suggesting that as members of the dyad change, the nature 
of engagement between those two members is also likely to change. Within this 
perspective, the parent-child relationship is not a static variable, but rather a dynamic 
process that is the product of moment-to-moment interactions (Kuczynski & De Mol, 
2015). The major implication is that the parent-child relationship is an overarching 
context that influences how parents and children interpret and respond to each other 
during their transactions with each other (Kuczynski et al., 2009). Parents and children 
are engaged in an ongoing relationship in which the behavior of each influences the 
behavior of the other (Kuczynski & De Mol, 2015; Kuczynski & Parkin, 2009). Child 
effects on parenting behaviors tend to be strongest during periods of marked 
developmental transitions (Gross et al., 2008). Thus, one is likely to observe gradual 
shifts and even discontinuities in typical patterns of parent-child interaction in everyday 
exchanges over the course of early childhood, and particularly during the transition to 
formal school. Additionally, the nature of the home-school connection is expected to 
change as children transition between different grade levels, and sometimes different 
schools. Parents must recreate new relationships with their children’s teachers with each 
passing grade, and a positive home-school connection is not guaranteed to continue 
across years and new teachers.   
Taken together, the transition to school is the result of complex and changing 
interactions within and among different systems in a child’s environment, and children’s 
 19 
social-emotional skills appear to play a large role in determining the success of this 
transition. Two important factors that have been consistently linked with children’s 
improved social-emotional adjustment in early childhood are the parent-child relationship 
and the home-school connection. Developmental relationships such as these are the active 
ingredient for positive and lasting developmental change (Li & Julian, 2012). 
Developmental relationships are defined as the interactions between a developed 
individual (i.e., caregiver, educator) and a developing individual (i.e., child). These 
developmental interactions are characterized by four interwoven features–attachment, 
reciprocity, progressive complexity, and balance of power (Li & Julian, 2012). A 
substantial body of evidence supports that relationships are vital for children’s early 
cognitive, social, and personality development and can have lasting effects on long-term 
outcomes (see review by Thompson, 2006). The subsequent sections will review the 
extant literature on the importance of the parent-child relationship and the home-school 
connection, as well as more distal contextual factors that influence the development and 
trajectories of these relationships.  
Parent-Child Relationship 
The parent-child relationship is foundational for children’s secure attachment and, 
subsequently, their optimal development (Ainsworth, 1969; Berlin et al., 2008). Children 
first learn and acquire social-behavioral skills in the context of the home environment. 
Thus, early parenting behaviors and relationships play a critical role in determining the 
trajectories of young children’s social-emotional development. Specifically, the closeness 
or the conflict between a parent and child has various implications for children’s 
outcomes in the early school years (Iruka et al., 2010). Young children’s development of 
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healthy relationships, behaviors, and social-emotional skills is facilitated within the 
context of supportive parent-child interactions (Luby et al., 2013). Supportive parent-
child interactions are characterized by exchanges that are warm, sensitive, responsive, 
and adaptive to the needs of the child (Halle et al., 2011). Early, positive interactions 
between parents and young children that are stimulating and nurturing promote neural 
connections essential for young children’s academic success and emotional competence 
(Landry et al., 2003; Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000). In particular, a warm, positive 
relationship between a mother and child may foster positive child interaction skills that 
generalize to other social interactions (Lengua et al., 2007).  
There is abundant and robust evidence linking a positive parent-child relationship 
(i.e., high levels of closeness, warmth, and responsiveness and low levels of conflict, 
negativity, and resistance) with a multitude of positive outcomes for infants, preschool-
aged children, and school-aged children in low- and high-risk families. Parental 
sensitivity, or the closeness between a parent and child, is consistently related to young 
and school-aged children’s positive social-emotional outcomes, including increased 
social competence and reduced behavior problems (Leerkes et al., 2009; Tamis-LeMonda 
et al., 2009; Whittaker et al., 2011). Further, parental warmth is associated with 
children’s improved social functioning and empathic responding (Lengua et al., 2007; 
Zhou et al., 2002). Parental responsiveness is also an important predictor of fewer 
externalizing behaviors and improved social skills for young children (Whittaker et al., 
2011). Notably, mother-child closeness in kindergarten remains a strong predictor of 
children’s social skills across elementary school, indicating the importance of this early 
relationship in children’s development (Iruka et al., 2010).  
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On the other hand, high levels of parent-child conflict, as evidenced by displays 
of negativity, detachment, and disregard, are associated with poor outcomes in young 
children, especially the development of externalizing problems. In fact, children’s 
externalizing and antisocial behaviors develop in the context of negative coercive parent–
child reciprocal interactions such that parents’ harsh responses to children’s difficult 
behaviors lead to continued escalated difficult behaviors that in turn elicit harsher 
parenting (Patterson, 2002). Parents who are harsh, controlling, rejecting and uninvolved 
are likely to have children who are noncompliant and aggressive at preschool ages 
(Combs-Ronto et al., 2009; Smith et al., 2004) and have persistent externalizing problems 
throughout early elementary school (Ackerman et al., 2003; Ingoldsby et al., 2006).  
The primary mechanism through which children acquire school readiness 
competencies, including social-emotional competence, is through interactions and social 
relationships with individuals in their primary environments (Mashburn & Pianta, 2006; 
Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 2000). Thus, there is a critical need to study the impacts of 
these early relationships, as well as contextual factors, such as community context and 
socioeconomic status, that may influence the quality of parent-child relationships.  
Geography and the Parent-Child Relationship 
Differences in community characteristics across urban and rural areas give rise to 
variations in available resources and stressors, which affect proximal processes (i.e., 
home environment, parenting) and influence children’s development. For example, 
although poverty is prevalent across both urban and rural communities, the context of 
poverty may differ by community setting. Although poverty rates have declined overall, 
the gap between child poverty in urban versus nonurban areas continues to increase 
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(Vernon-Feagans et al., 2010; Pender et al., 2019). Poverty has significant implications 
for the educational resources available in young children’s homes and the quality of 
interactions between parents and children (Vernon-Feagans et al., 2010). Additionally, 
rural communities also have few community resources available to support families with 
young children (Conger et al., 2010; Evans, 2006; Miller & Votruba-Drzal, 2013; 
Vernon-Feagans et al., 2010), which may further impede rural parents’ abilities to 
provide stimulating and educational experiences at home. Yet, rural families living in 
poverty may have greater access to social and extended family supports relative to urban 
families living in poverty (Vernon-Feagans et al., 2010; Vogt et al., 2014), which may 
help reduce the impact of stress and facilitate positive relationships and developmental 
outcomes.  
Differences in parenting norms and socialization attitudes across urban and rural 
areas may shape the nature of the relationship developed between parents and children. 
For example, multiple studies have documented that rural parents exhibit less emotional 
support, including warmth, sensitivity, and supportiveness, and more intrusive parenting 
behaviors compared to urban parents (Bornstein et al., 2008; Miller & Votruba-Drzal, 
2013; Neumann et al., 2020; Pinderhughes et al., 2001; Sheridan et al., 2014), which may 
contribute to the development of early externalizing behavior trajectories in children. 
Compared to rural parents, urban/suburban parents tend to believe they have more 
influence over their children’s development and are more knowledgeable regarding child 
development (Bornstein et al., 2008; Lampard et al., 2000), thus parenting norms in urban 
areas may be more educationally and developmentally focused compared to norms in 
rural areas (Lampard et al., 2000). Furthermore, the social acceptability of accessing 
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mental and behavioral health services or child-rearing resources, especially when 
anonymity is lacking, may also translate to less-attentive parenting strategies in rural 
areas (Robinson et al., 2017). 
Variation in family, neighborhood, and community context across urban and rural 
communities may also impact parenting quality and the parent-child relationship. For 
example, rural communities are less susceptible to random violent crimes and residents 
are more likely to view their communities as friendly, trusting, and supportive compared 
to residents of larger, metropolitan communities (Vernon-Feagans et al., 2010; Vogt et 
al., 2014). These conditions may help create a safer environment for childrearing and 
positive parent-child relationships. On the other hand, urban areas are more likely to 
experience overcrowding, high traffic density, crime, and lower neighborhood cohesion 
than rural areas (Evans, 2006), all of which may increase parental distress and 
subsequently negatively impact child development through poor and harsh parenting 
styles (Hill & Herman-Stahl, 2002). As such, children who experience high rates of 
neighborhood crime and violence also tend to have conflictual parent-child relationships 
(Lee & Ludington, 2016). Collectively, these contextual differences across the 
urban/rural continuum may contribute to variations in parent-child relationship quality, as 
well as children’s social-emotional developmental trajectories.  
Socioeconomic Status and the Parent-Child Relationship 
Low socioeconomic status can also impact a child’s home microsystem through 
low quality parent-child interactions and limited access to opportunities to support 
learning and development (e.g., Lincoln et al., 2017; Neppl et al., 2016). Persistent 
poverty and related social risk factors are associated with punitive, coercive parenting 
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styles (Conger et al., 1994; Magnuson & Duncan, 2002). Socioeconomically 
disadvantaged families may struggle to maintain supportive parent-child interactions in 
the face of mounting environmental stressors associated with living in poverty (Conger & 
Donnellan, 2007), subsequently impacting children’s development across cognitive, 
social-emotional, and physical health domains (Conger & Conger, 2002; Gershoff et al., 
2007; Jeon et al., 2014). Additionally, low socioeconomic status is related to low levels 
of maternal warmth and responsiveness, as well as withdrawal and harshness in mother-
child interactions (Linver et al., 2002). In comparison to middle-class parents, parents in 
a lower socioeconomic class use less effective discipline strategies, including more 
authoritarian and punitive practices (Magnuson & Duncan, 2002). Parents who 
experience economic stress may lack the time or emotional resources needed to model 
and scaffold adaptive coping strategies for their children (Mistry et al., 2010).  
Low socioeconomic status is associated with a host of related risks, including low 
levels of maternal education and single-parent households (Koball & Jiang, 2018), all of 
which may compound the adverse effects of poverty on children’s development and well-
being. For example, low levels of parental education (i.e., less than high school control) 
is associated with insensitive and controlling parenting behaviors (Tamis-LeMonda et al., 
2009). Thus, low socioeconomic status seems to indirectly impede a child’s ability to 
learn adaptive social-emotional skills by directly impacting their proximal contexts, such 
as the home environment. Fortunately, positive parent-child relationships can serve as a 
buffer against the deleterious effects of low socioeconomic status and related risk factors 
that compromise children’s social-emotional and behavioral adjustment (Burchinal et al., 
2006; Jeon et al., 2014; Odgers et al., 2012; Whittaker et al., 2011).  
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Home-School Connection  
When children transition to school, a new mesosystem (i.e., the home-school 
connection) is established. The home-school connection represents the intersection 
between the family and school, including the ways in which parents and educators are 
mutually engaged to support the educational and learning processes of children (Kim & 
Sheridan, 2015). Communication practices between home and school are tangible actions 
and represent the foundation of the home-school connection. For the purposes of this 
study, the connection between home and school is conceptualized by both the type and 
amount of communication between the two settings (structural communication) as well 
as the interpersonal nature of the communication between parents and teachers 
(relational communication; Kim & Sheridan, 2015). Structural aspects of the home-
school connection involve communication focused on school practices or the child’s 
educational experience and progress (Fantuzzo et al., 2000; Manz et al., 2004). Examples 
of structural communication include teachers presenting information about children’s 
strengths and weaknesses during parent-teacher conferences, talking to parents about 
classroom rules and routines, and sharing educational activities with parents to practice at 
home.  
On the other hand, relational aspects of the home-school connection involve 
communication practices focused on interpersonal dynamics, such as comfort and trust 
building, between parents and educators (Vickers & Minke, 1995). Relational 
communication taps into whether parents and teachers are comfortable sharing their 
opinions and concerns with the other. Although there are bidirectional influences between 
the frequency of contact between parents and teachers and the quality of the relationship 
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they share (Nzinga-Johnson et al., 2009), the relationship is not simply the sum of these 
contacts (Downer & Myers, 2009), indicating a need to examine these components 
separately. In fact, the quality of the relationship between parents and teachers seems to 
be a stronger predictor of children’s social-emotional adjustment than the frequency of 
family-school contacts (Rimm-Kaufman, Pianta, et al., 2003).  
Decades of research support the positive benefits of a strong connection between 
home and school on children’s development; children have better outcomes when parents 
and teachers communicate and work together to support learning. When communication 
between home and school settings is strong and frequent, both microsystems are 
reinforced (Clarke et al., 2009). Specifically, when parents and teachers communicate 
openly and are aware of children’s strengths, needs, and goals, they are able to work 
together to develop strategies to promote development and address concerns. Partnerships 
between parents and teachers greatly enhance the amount, quality, and scope of services 
available to assist children in meeting their learning and behavioral goals (Clarke et al., 
2009) and children benefit from the continuity and consistency in practices and 
expectations across settings (Crosnoe, Leventhal, et al., 2010). Positive home-school 
relationships (i.e., characterized by warmth, respect, and shared goals) are associated with 
young children’s improved social-emotional outcomes (Elicker et al., 2013; Galindo & 
Sheldon, 2012; Iruka et al., 2011; Serpell & Mashburn, 2011). In contrast, poor 
relationships between parents and teachers may negatively influence teachers’ 
perceptions of student behaviors, resulting in unfavorable developmental outcomes 
(Serpell & Mashburn, 2011). Unfortunately, families of students with social-behavioral 
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problems are often not connected with schools (Dishion & Stormshak, 2007) and tend to 
have low quality relationships with teachers (Rimm-Kaufman, Voorhees, et al., 2003).  
Geography and the Home-School Connection 
Research has documented the importance of the home-school connection for 
children’s adjustment in both urban and rural communities (Barley & Beesley, 2007; 
Jeynes, 2005; Sheridan et al., 2012, 2017). Across urban and rural communities, many 
different factors influence the development (or lack) of a positive connection between 
homes and schools, including parents’ beliefs about involvement in education, 
socioeconomic class, ethnicity, language, parent education level, parent employment 
status, and child behavioral problems or learning difficulties (Hornby & Lafaele, 2011). 
In addition to these factors, variation within family, neighborhood, and community 
contexts may further impact the quality of the home-school connection across urban and 
rural communities.  
Rural communities have many unique assets compared to urban communities that 
may facilitate a strong home-school connection. Indeed, rural schools are often viewed as 
the cultural or social center of a community, setting the foundation for strong school-
community partnerships (Barley & Beesley, 2007). The strong sense of connectedness to 
the community and close-knit social relationships, including intergenerational 
relationships, found in many rural communities may enhance opportunities for building 
trust and positive connections between home and school (Beloin & Peterson, 2000). 
Additionally, smaller school enrollment in rural schools, compared to urban schools, 
cultivates a positive school climate and facilitates a high level of student-teacher and 
home-school engagement (Monk, 2007). Notably, due to the unique assets within rural 
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communities, the bond between the community and the school that is characteristic of 
small rural schools may not be found in nonrural small schools (Barley & Beesley, 2007), 
ultimately negatively impacting the development of positive home-school connections in 
nonrural schools. For example, personnel at urban public schools do not always reside 
within the communities they serve, creating additional social barriers related to 
differences in race, culture, and social class that may inhibit the development of positive 
home-school connections (Noguera, 1996). 
Despite the close-knit social relationships prevalent in rural communities, a lack 
of anonymity and trust (Owens et al., 2007) and/or a fear of stigmatization (Larson & 
Corrigan, 2010), may create barriers that result in under-identification of problems and a 
failure to seek help (Girio-Herrera et al., 2013). These challenges may impede the 
development of a positive, collaborative home-school connection for rural parents and 
teachers. There is some research to suggest that rural parents invest fewer resources and 
are less involved in educational activities (Keys, 2015; Roscigno et al., 2006) and interact 
with teachers about schooling less often than parents in other geographic regions (Prater 
et al., 1997). In addition, rural teachers report lower quality relationships with parents 
compared to urban teachers (Witte, 2015).  
School size, location, and resources also confer advantages or barriers to 
developing strong home-school connections. By definition, rural communities are small 
and geographically isolated (Monk, 2007), which may negatively impact the frequency of 
family-school contacts. Indeed, urban families are often more connected to their child’s 
school in terms of being able to more frequently attend school meetings, visit their child’s 
classroom, and interact with their child’s teacher when compared to rural families (Prater 
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et al., 1997). In addition, rural schools often have inadequate resources and inexperienced 
school staff (DeLeon, 2003; Monk, 2007). Specifically, teachers in rural communities 
report they lack the training to communicate productively with parents (Agbo, 2007; 
Hammer et al., 2005).  
Socioeconomic status and the Home-School Connection 
Variables within the macrosystem (i.e., socioeconomic status) may also impact 
the quality of the home-school connection. Specifically, socioeconomic disadvantage is 
among the factors that prevent parents from being involved and developing relationships 
with their child’s school. The psychological distress associated with economic hardship 
may result in few resources and energy for involvement in educational activities (Bradley 
& Corwyn, 2002; Longo et al., 2017) and may interfere with the development of quality 
relationships with a child’s school and teacher (Kohl et al., 2000; Iruka et al., 2011). 
Additionally, the time burden faced by low-income families associated with low-paying 
or multiple jobs, or non-standard work hours, and the inflexibility of many low-wage 
jobs, likely interferes with opportunity for, and quality of, parent–teacher interactions. 
Indeed, researchers have documented low levels of family-school connections among 
families of low income (Nzinga-Johnson et al., 2009; Waanders et al., 2007). 
Furthermore, poverty-related risks, such as low levels of parental education and single 
parenthood, are also known to adversely affect the number of family-school contacts 
(Arnold et al., 2008; Hornby & Lafaele, 2011; Kohl et al., 2000). In addition to having 
fewer contacts with teachers than more affluent parents, parents who are 
socioeconomically different from their children’s teachers may also experience 
suboptimal and strained relationships with teachers, marked by low levels of cooperation 
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and trust and a lack of respect (Cairney, 2000; O’Connor, 2001; Waanders et al., 2007). 
On the other hand, teachers are more likely to report stronger agreement, clarity of 
communication, and trust with higher-income parents than lower-income parents (Iruka 
et al., 2011).  
Despite reports of generally low quality home-school connections among 
socioeconomically disadvantaged families, children from middle- and low-SES families 
seem to benefit more from parent involvement in education, and particularly during the 
transition to school, when compared to their more affluent peers (Schulting et al., 2005). 
For children who are at-risk due to deficits in social-emotional functioning in early 
childhood, a positive parent-teacher relationship may be especially beneficial for 
facilitating positive social-emotional outcomes (Iruka et al., 2011). In addition, across 
both urban and rural areas, improvements in the parent-teacher relationship are associated 
with more positive prosocial outcomes for young children experiencing behavioral 
problems relative to typically developing students (Sheridan et al., 2012). Thus, a positive 
home-school connection seems to facilitate a positive transition to school, as well as a 
positive educational trajectory overall, for children at risk due to socioeconomic 
disadvantage.  
Transition to School  
The transition to school is not simply an event, but a process that begins long 
before a child enters kindergarten (Bohan-Baker & Little, 2004). An ecological 
perspective on the transition to school recognizes how different factors within a child’s 
life are interconnected and influence the transition to school (Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 
2000). Specifically, relationships within (i.e., parent-child relationship) and among (i.e., 
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home-school connection) contexts change over time and either support or challenge 
children’s adjustment into kindergarten and predict subsequent relationships in school 
(Mashburn & Pianta, 2006; Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 2000).  
Parent-Child Relationship and the Transition to School 
There appears to be some consistent developmental trends in the levels of conflict 
and closeness in the parent-child relationship across early childhood, and these changes 
seem to be associated with children’s school readiness across both academic and social-
emotional domains. Specifically, studies have found that conflict decreases while 
closeness increases across the early childhood years (Driscoll & Pianta, 2011; Weaver et 
al., 2015). Further, changes in parenting (i.e., lower stress and depressive symptoms, 
increased supportiveness) over time have been found to be associated with improved 
school readiness for young children (Chazan-Cohen et al., 2009). 
Unfortunately, few studies have examined changes in the parent-child relationship 
over time, and particularly during the transition to school. Social relationships and roles 
change dramatically as children enter school and become involved with peers and adults 
outside their families. This transition likely results in major shifts in the amount of time 
parents and children spend together and, perhaps more importantly, how parents and their 
children view and interact with each other. As children become autonomous and begin to 
assume control over their own actions, they are likely to display resistance to control by 
others (Joussemet et al., 2008) and this may create conflict between parents and children. 
Further, children’s entry into school results in new demands placed on their self-
regulation, academic abilities, and social skills, and children who struggle to meet these 
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demands may experience increasingly greater conflict with their parents (Collins et al., 
2002).  
At the same time, parents’ lives are changing as a result of their child entering 
school. School entry may be a potentially stressful process for parents. Not only does the 
family experience change in daily schedules and routines, but parents must cope with the 
various emotions and new expectations associated with their child starting school 
(Dockett et al., 2012). These simultaneous changes are likely to create new contexts 
within which the parent-child relationship is situated. Considering the negative 
implications associated with trajectories of early parent-child conflict, it is critical to 
track how parent-child relationship trajectories evolve during an important developmental 
period and impact children’s immediate and long-term adjustment. Additionally, the 
majority of studies examining the association between parent-child relationships and 
child adjustment have been conducted with infants and adolescents. There is a gap in the 
literature examining the link between parent-child relationships and child adjustment 
longitudinally during the important developmental transition of school entry.  
Home-School Connection and the Transition to School 
A positive home-school connection is important at all times, but particularly at 
points of educational transition when families are forming their roles in their child’s 
education. Early patterns of family engagement with school establish ongoing patterns of 
interactions that tend to persist over time (Christenson, 1999; Schulting et al., 2005). 
When families have a positive connection with their child’s school during the transition 
to kindergarten, they are likely to remain involved in school post-transition, which is a 
key factor in later academic success (Schulting et al., 2005). Family involvement during 
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the transition to school also has benefits for children. Children demonstrate improved 
prosocial behaviors when they experience continuity and cross-setting supports during 
the transition to school (e.g., Cook & Coley, 2017), indicating the importance of these 
evolving connections across environments and over time on children’s social-emotional 
functioning.  
The transition to formal schooling represents a good opportunity for schools to 
establish a foundation of trust and partnership with families. Unfortunately, many parents 
often report feeling disconnected from their child’s teacher and school during the 
transition from preschool to kindergarten (Malsch et al., 2011). Although parents 
typically communicate frequently and collaboratively with their child’s preschool 
teachers, the frequency of home-school communication decreases in kindergarten and 
more so with each passing year (Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 2005; Sheridan et al. 2020). 
Unfortunately, there is a significant continued decrease in all types of family involvement 
in education across the preschool to kindergarten transition and beyond (Epstein et al., 
1997; Murray et al., 2015). It is hypothesized that the reason for decreased home-school 
communication is due to fewer opportunities for dialogue and increased frequency of 
ritualized contacts between families and schools in elementary school (Christenson, 
1999). Decreases in parent-teacher communication could have important implications for 
the quality of the home-school connection during the transition to elementary school, as 
well as parents’ continued involvement with their child’s education. Yet, there is a lack of 
research exploring the impact of changes to the home-school connection on children’s 
adjustment during a critical period of development and transition. Given the numerous 
benefits of family-school engagement, collaboration between parents and teachers during 
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the transition to school may help alleviate academic, social, and behavioral adjustment 
problems (LoCasale-Crouch et al., 2008) as well as promote and sustain long-term family 
engagement (Brotherson et al., 2015).  
Current Study 
The importance of ensuring positive transitions to elementary school cannot be 
overstated. Understanding how contextual influences operate and interact to influence 
children’s social-emotional readiness and adjustment, immediately and over time, is 
prerequisite to establishing effective interventions to ensure successful transition for 
highly vulnerable children. Relationships between parents and children and parents and 
teachers are crucial aspects of the transition to kindergarten, and these relationship 
partners can serve as sources of comfort and support during a period of transition and 
uncertainty (Pianta et al., 2001). Notably, there is a lack of research examining the 
dynamic process of parent-child relationships across the transition to school. 
Furthermore, there is a need to identify how changes in the home-school connection over 
time are related to young children’s social-emotional adjustment, especially as children 
are starting school. Thus, it is necessary to examine the trajectory of relationships, and 
particularly malleable home- and school-based relationships, during this significant 
developmental transition from preschool through early elementary school for children at 
risk. Identifying the association between relationships (parent-child relationship; home-
school connection) and children’s social-emotional adjustment during the transition to 
school may help identify methods to support schools and families during the transition to 
elementary school.  
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The purposes of this study are to identify the influence of malleable home- (i.e., 
parent-child relationship [microsystem]) and school-based (i.e., home-school connection 
[mesosystem]) contextual factors over time (chronosystem) on children’s school 
readiness and social-emotional adjustment to early elementary school, and to uncover the 
role of community setting (exosystem) in understanding children’s school readiness 
trajectories. This study will address the following research questions:  
1. What is the relation between parent-child relationships and children’s social-
emotional skills across the transition from preschool to first grade?  
2. What is the relation between the home-school connection and children’s social-
emotional skills across the transition from preschool to first grade? 
3. Does community setting (i.e., urban, rural) moderate the relations among parent-
child relationships, the home-school connection, and children’s social-emotional 
trajectories? 
Given the importance of relationships (i.e., parent-child relationship, home-school 
connection) on children’s development, it is predicted that positive relationships within 
(parent-child) and across (home-school) settings will be associated with disadvantaged 
children’s social-emotional skills across the transition from preschool to first grade. It is 
hypothesized that distal contextual factors such as living in a rural community may 
constrain the frequency of family-school contacts (i.e., structural communication), but not 
necessarily interpersonal aspects of the relationship (i.e., relational communication). It is 
also expected that the impact of parent-child relationships and home-school connection 
will be greater for children in rural settings due to the lack of resources in rural 
communities.  
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CHAPTER 3: METHOD 
This study is part of a larger examination of early education practices in one 
Midwestern state. The current study extends the goals of the Learning Frontiers Project, a 
federally-funded longitudinal study of classroom and school factors associated with 
students’ learning across transitions from preschool through third grade (IES Grant 
#R305N160016). Specifically, the current study took a deeper look at the impact of 
malleable home- and school-based relationship factors during children’s transition from 
preschool through first grade. The focus on home-based factors (i.e., the parent-child 
relationship) adds an important and unique perspective to the larger project. The current 
study includes data that were collected at four time points across the preschool through 
first grade transition. Data collection occurred in the fall and spring of preschool (Time 1 
[T1] and Time 2 [T2], respectively), the spring of kindergarten (Time 3; T3), and the 
spring of first grade (Time 4; T4).  
Setting 
 The study was conducted in rural and urban school districts in one Midwestern 
state. The National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES) Office of Management and 
Budget (2000) locale classification system was used to define urban and rural districts. 
This system uses definitions developed by the U.S. census that consider size or 
population and proximity to urban areas. Participating urban districts were considered to 
be in large cities. Participating rural districts were considered to be in communities 
anywhere between a rural remote area to a distant town. The majority of the rural districts 
were in communities more than 35 miles from an urbanized area.  
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Preschool students and teachers were in 65 classrooms (39 urban, 26 rural) within 
37 schools (22 urban, 15 rural) within 12 school districts/community agencies (2 urban, 
10 rural). All preschool classrooms were housed in publicly-funded, Title I preschool 
programs operated within school districts or Head Start agencies. Approximately one-
fourth (23.4%) of preschool classrooms were operated through Head Start agencies. The 
majority of preschool classrooms were located within elementary schools (n =51); 
remaining classrooms were located in stand-alone buildings of community agencies (n 
=14). Overall, approximately 62% of preschool classrooms were half-day programs and 
38% were full-day programs. Rural preschool classrooms were primarily half-day 
programs (65% half-day; 35% full-day) whereas urban preschool classroom were nearly 
equally divided between half-day and full-day programs (54% half-day; 46% full-day). 
Preschool classroom size ranged from 14 to 20 students in urban classrooms, and 9 to 20 
students in rural classrooms.  
Student participants transitioned into 119 kindergarten classrooms (73 urban, 46 
rural) within 66 schools (40 urban, 26 rural) and 19 total school districts (5 urban, 14 
rural). Five students attended private/parochial schools (4 urban, 1 rural) in kindergarten. 
Teachers for 31 students (21 urban, 10 rural) across 22 schools (15 urban, 7 rural) 
declined to participate at Time 3. Kindergarten classrooms were in session a full day 
during the academic year. Kindergarten classroom size ranged from and 4 to 26 students 
in urban classrooms, and 10 to 26 students in rural classrooms.  
Students transitioned into 118 first grade classrooms (73 urban, 45 rural) within 
66 schools (45 urban, 21 rural) and 17 total school districts (5 urban, 12 rural) in first 
grade. Four students attended private/parochial schools in urban communities in first 
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grade. Teachers for 39 students (23 urban, 16 rural) across 22 schools (16 urban, 6 rural) 
declined to participate at Time 4. First grade classrooms were in session a full day during 
the academic year. First grade classroom size ranged from 10 to 28 students in urban 
classrooms, and 10 to 25 students in rural classrooms. 
Participants  
Students (N = 250) were enrolled in the study during their preschool year. 
Teachers (N = 65) in publicly-funded, Title I preschool programs were recruited to 
participate and had two to five students from their classrooms enrolled in the study. At 
enrollment (T1), preschool students were an average of 4.6 years old (SD = 0.3 years). 
The majority of students were female (53%) and were reported as White/non-Hispanic 
(46.7%), followed by Hispanic (26.2%), African American (14.4%), and other/not 
specified (12.7%). Approximately two-thirds of families reported living below 150% of 
the federal poverty line and/or receiving government support (e.g., food stamps, WIC, 
child support), with a median annual household income of $37,501 and mean home size 
of 4.54 people. On average, students came from primarily English-speaking households 
(78.8%) with low levels of parental education (approximately 84% of parents had less 
than a four-year degree). Approximately half of the students (53.6%) resided in urban 
communities. Preschool teachers were primarily white (93.1%) and female (98.4%) with 
an average of 12.40 years (SD = 8.96 years) of experience. Of participating preschool 
teachers, 95.4% held a teaching certificate. 
A total of two students were lost due to moving out of state or the parent was no 
longer interested in participating during the preschool years, resulting in 248 students at 
T2. Twelve additional students were lost during the transition due to moving out of state 
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or lost to follow up, resulting in 236 students at Time 3. Of these 236 students, 233 were 
enrolled in kindergarten, two repeated preschool, and one was enrolled in first grade. 
Three more students were lost due to moving out of state or the parent was no longer 
interested in participating, resulting in a sample of 233 at Time 4. Of these 233 students, 
five students were in kindergarten (1 enrolled for the first time, four repeated), 227 in 
first grade, and one in second grade. A detailed participant flow chart across time points 
is shown in Figure 1.  
Specific demographic details for family and teacher participants at each time 
point are provided in Tables 1 and 2, respectively. Chi-square analyses exploring 
differences between urban and rural contexts were conducted; these results are also in 
Tables 1 and 2. Of note, there were significant differences between urban and rural 
families with regard to race/ethnicity (with urban families reporting being more diverse 
than rural families), home language (with more urban families reporting speaking 
languages other than English), parent education (with rural families reporting higher 
levels of education), and household income status (with more urban families reporting 
falling below the federal poverty line and receiving some type of income support). 
Participating rural families in this study seem to be experiencing fewer risk factors than is 
traditionally identified in some rural samples (Vernon-Feagans & Cox, 2013). There were 
also significant differences between urban and rural preschool teachers with regard to 
holding a teaching certificate; specifically, 100% of urban preschool teachers held a 
teaching certificate whereas only 88.5% of rural teachers did. There were significant 
racial/ethnic differences between urban and rural first grade teachers as well, with urban 
 40 
first grade teachers reporting being more ethnically/racially diverse than rural first grade 
teachers.  
Procedure 
Family Recruitment  
Four students in each participating preschool classroom were randomly selected 
from among all typically developing children who were Kindergarten eligible in the 
following school year. Children whose parents were fluent in English and/or Spanish 
were eligible for participation. Children were excluded from participation if they had an 
individualized education plan (IEP) or identified developmental disability at the time of 
random selection. Eligible families were contacted by research staff and given detailed 
participation information. Parents provided either written or electronic informed consent 
at the start of participation. Given the age of children, formal child consent was not 
collected.  
Teacher Recruitment  
Teachers were eligible for participation if they were the primary teacher within a 
preschool classroom in participating schools. New teachers were recruited each year to 
follow participants as they transitioned through first grade. Teachers were informed about 
the project via an invitation letter and informational meeting at their school and provided 
either written or electronic informed consent at the start of participation.  
Data Collection 
Data were collected at four time points: the beginning of preschool (T1), the end 
of preschool (T2), the end of kindergarten (T3), and the end of first grade (T4). All data 
were collected from online surveys through the project’s secure, password-protected 
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database. Teachers were emailed an individualized link to complete questionnaires via a 
secure web-based platform. Parents completed questionnaires during a meeting with a 
research assistant in their home, at their child’s school, or a convenient location within 
the community. Parents were given the option to complete the questionnaires via 
interview style or independently. Approximately 19% of parents elected to complete 
questionnaires via interview style at T1, 15% at T2, 16% at T3, and 17% at T4. 
Approximately 16% of families completed the survey in Spanish at T1 and T2, 19% at 
T3, and 18% at T4.  
Study Variables and Measures  
Parent-Child Relationship  
Parents rated their perception of their relationship with their child using the Child 
Parent Relationship Scale (CPRS; Pianta, 1992). All 15 items were rated on a 5-point 
Likert-type scale (1 = Definitely Does Not Apply, 5 = Definitely Applies). Item scores 
were averaged to create two subscale mean scores, with scores ranging from 1-5: Conflict 
and Closeness. Conflict measures the degree to which a parent perceives the relationship 
as negative and conflictual, with high scores typically indicating high levels of conflict; 
however, for this study, the Conflict subscale was reverse scored such that high scores 
indicate low levels of conflict, and thus indicate an overall higher quality relationship. 
Closeness measures the degree to which a parent experiences affection, warmth, and open 
communication with their child, with high scores indicating high levels of closeness. 
A confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted using Mplus to explore the 
factor-structure of the CPRS. Results supported the proposed two factor structure over a 
one factor structure (χ (df=1) = 57.461, p < .05). As expected, conflict and closeness 
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factors were significantly negatively correlated (r = -.178, p = .005). Fit indices were 
acceptable for the two factor model (RMSEA = 0.076; CFI = .924; Kline, 2016) and all 
factor loadings were significant at alpha = .05. These results are consistent with past 
research and suggest the two-factor model is holding well. Although past research has 
been unable to directly test factorial invariance, evidence from past work by Trentacosta 
et al. (2011) suggest that the same closeness and conflict constructs are being measured 
consistently by the CPRS across childhood years (ages 5-15). Specifically, a principal 
components analysis with direct oblimin rotation for the CPRS items at ages 5, 6, 8, 10, 
11, 12, and 15 found that all items loaded on the correct factor at each age (with a loading 
of above .40), with the exception of one closeness item which had a slightly higher 
loading on the conflict scale at age 11 (Trentacosta et al., 2011).  
Reported Cronbach alphas from previous studies range from .64-.74 for closeness 
and .78-.84 for conflict (Driscoll & Pianta, 2011), indicating adequate reliability. For this 
study, closeness a = .66, .66, .48, and .49 at Times 1-4, respectively, and conflict a = .81, 
.81, .85, and .86 at Times 1-4, respectively. Validity information was gathered through 
comparisons between parent ratings and observer coding of structured videotaped 
interactions between parents and children, with significant positive correlations between 
closeness and supportive presence, sensitivity, and positive caregiving, and significant 
negative correlations between conflict and hostility (Driscoll & Pianta, 2011). Predictive 
validity has also been demonstrated by exploring relationships between the CPRS and 
related indicators of child behavior (the Child Behavior Checklist and the Social Skills 
Rating System), with all correlations in the expected directions (Driscoll & Pianta, 2011). 
Home-School Connection 
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Communication between home and school can vary in form (i.e., how 
communications are delivered) and nature (i.e., what is communicated). For the purposes 
of this study, the connection between home and school was conceptualized by both 
structural and relational communication practices. Structural communication practices 
refer to basic information exchanges between home and school, whereas relational 
communication practices emphasize the interpersonal nature of communication between 
parents and teachers. Parent report of the home-school connection was used to aid in 
modeling given the change in teachers across the transition from preschool to first grade. 
Structural Communication. Structural communication was assessed using the 
Home-School Conferencing factor of the Family Involvement Questionnaire (FIQ-Early 
Childhood; Fantuzzo et al., 2000; FIQ-Elementary; Manz, Fantuzzo, & Power, 2004). As 
the current study was focused specifically on communication practices between home 
and school, the Home-Based and School-Based Involvement factors of the FIQ were not 
used. The Home-School Conferencing factor describes communication between parents 
and school personnel about a child’s educational experience and progress, including 
talking with the teacher about a child’s difficulties or accomplishments at school and 
educational activities to practice at home. The FIQ-Early Childhood version was 
completed by parents during preschool and kindergarten (T1-T3); the FIQ-Elementary 
was completed during first grade (T4). Items (11 on the FIQ-Early Childhood, 13 on the 
FIQ-Elementary) were rated using a four-point Likert-type scale (1 = rarely; 2 = 
sometimes; 3 = often; 4 = always). For both versions, the subscale raw score is converted 
to a standard T-score (M = 50, SD = 10). Exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses 
affirmed similar family involvement dimensions across early childhood and elementary-
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age samples (Manz et al., 2004). Fantuzzo et al. (2000) reported high internal consistency 
for the home-school conferencing factor (a = .81) among an early childhood sample. 
Manz et al. (2004) reported similarly high internal consistency for the home-school 
conferencing factor (a = .91) among an elementary school population. For this study, 
home-school conferencing a = .87, .88, .91, and .91 for Times 1-4, respectively. Validity 
analyses are reported in the manual to support the three-factor structure of the FIQ as 
well as the concurrent and predictive validity of the home-school conferencing factor 
(Perry et al., 2002).  
Relational Communication. Relational communication was assessed using the 
Communication-to-Other factor of the Parent-Teacher Relationship Scale (PTRS; 
Vickers & Minke, 1995). Given the study’s focus on tangible communication practices 
between home and school as contributing to the home-school connection, the Joining 
factor and total relationship score of the PTRS were not used. The Communication-to-
Other factor assesses parents’ views of their own contribution to the relationship. This 
factor taps parents’ comfort with sharing information and emotions with their child’s 
teacher and asking the teacher for opinions about their child’s progress. Parents rated 5 
items using a five-point Likert-type scale (1 = almost never; 2 = once in a while; 3 = 
sometimes; 4 = frequently; 5 = almost always). Item scores are averaged to create a 
Communication factor score, with a range of 1-5. High internal consistency was found 
during initial scale development, with a reported Cronbach’s alpha of .86 for parents’ 
report of communication-to-other (Vickers & Minke, 1995). For this study, 
communication-to-other a = .85, .86, .89, and .89 for Times 1-4, respectively. Additional 
analyses suggest that factor scores accurately reflected parents’ global ratings of their 
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relationships (i.e., very poor/poor, okay, good/excellent) with their child’s teacher 
(Vickers & Minke, 1995). Intervention research targeting family-school partnerships 
found the measure adequately differentiated between groups at post-test (Sheridan et al., 
2017).  
Child Social-Emotional Skills  
Children’s social-emotional skills were assessed using the Social Skills 
Improvement System Rating Scale (SSIS; Gresham & Elliott, 2008). For the purposes of 
this study, only teacher report of children’s social skills and problem behaviors on the 
SSIS were utilized to minimize source bias, as parents providing ratings on the malleable 
factors (parent-child relationship, home-school connection). The Social Skills subscale 
(46 items) assesses the frequency of children’s pro-social behaviors across seven sub-
domains: Communication, Cooperation, Assertion, Responsibility, Empathy, 
Engagement, and Self-Control. The Problem Behaviors subscale (30 items) assesses the 
frequency with which children engage in negative behaviors across five sub-domains: 
Externalizing, Bullying, Hyperactivity/Inattention, Internalizing, and Autism Spectrum. 
Teachers indicated the frequency with which the child exhibits each social skill and 
problem behavior using a 4-point Likert scale (0 = Never, 3 = Almost Always). Standard 
scores are typically calculated for each subscale; however, raw sum scores were used for 
this study to capture absolute growth over time. Raw scores can range from 0-138 for 
Social Skill and 0-90 for Problem Behaviors, with higher scores typically indicating 
higher levels of social skills and problem behaviors, respectively. However, for this 
study, the Problem Behaviors subscale was reverse coded such that higher scores indicate 
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lower levels of problem behaviors, and thus indicate overall better social-emotional 
skills. 
Coefficient alphas for the social skills and problem behaviors scales ranged from 
.81 to .97 and .74 to .94, respectively, on the teacher form, indicating high internal 
consistency (Gresham & Elliott, 2008). For this study, social skills a = .97, .97, .97, and 
.98 at Times 1-4, respectively.  For problem behaviors, a = .96, .96, .95, and .95 at Times 
1-4, respectively. Validity analyses indicated significant positive correlations between 
scales and sub-scales as well as among alternative measures, including the Behavior 
Assessment System for Children, Second Edition (BASC-2), Vineland Adaptive 
Behavior Scales, Second Edition (Vineland-II), and the Home and Community Social 
Behavior Scales (HCSBS).  
Moderating Variable  
Community geographic setting (0 = urban vs. 1 = rural) was determined based on 
the location of the participating child’s school district. Categorization of school districts 
is based on the NCES Office of Management and Budget (2000) four locale types: city, 
suburban, town, and rural. These classifications are defined by population in the case of 
city and suburban assignments (small, midsize, large) or by proximity to large urban 
centers in the case of town and rural assignments (fringe, distant, remote). All of the 
urban districts are considered to be in large cities. The rural districts are considered to be 
in communities anywhere between a rural remote area to a distant town. The majority of 
the rural districts were in communities more than 35 miles from an urbanized area. 
Covariates  
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Parent and family demographics were derived from the parent demographic form 
administered at each time point, including child gender (1 = female, 2 = male), primary 
home language (0 = English, 1 = non-English), household income status, parent 
race/ethnicity and parent education. The household low income status variable is based 
on a combined indicator (0 = greater than 150% federal poverty line and did not receive 
additional sources of income/support; 1 = less than or equal to 150% federal poverty line 
and/or received additional sources of income/support [welfare, Temporary Assistance for 
Needy Families, or general assistance; food stamps; Women, Infants, and Children 
assistance; unemployment insurance; Supplemental Security Income or Social Security 
Retirement, Disability, or Survivor's benefits]). Parent race/ethnicity is categorized into 
four categories: 1 = black, 2 = Hispanic, 3 = other, non-Hispanic, and 4 = white, non-
Hispanic. Parent education is categorized into five categories: 1 = less than high school 
diploma/General Educational Development diploma; 2 = high school diploma/General 
Educational Development diploma; 3 = some college/certificate; 4 = 2-year degree; 5 = 
4-year degree or more.  
Research Design and Analytic Approach 
Latent growth curve modeling (LGCM) through structural equation modeling 
(SEM) methodology was used to determine individual growth trajectories and address the 
specific aims. LGCM is well-suited to model complex non-linear or compound-shaped 
trajectories and to address the routine issues that typically arise in development research 
(Curran et al., 2010). Specifically, LGCM can account for complexities such as partially 
missing data (which is expected given the longitudinal nature of the data), uneven 
intervals between measurements (which occurred as part of the larger study design), non-
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normally distributed outcome measures (skewness and ceiling effects were observed 
across all time points), and measurement error (e.g., small percentage of parent survey 
respondents changing over time; Curran et al., 2010). Finally, LGCM also allows for the 
inclusion of both time-invariant covariates (i.e., gender, race, ethnicity) as well as time-
varying covariates, recognizing that the impact of covariates may change across 
development (Curran et al., 2010). Latent growth curve modeling was implemented in 
Mplus 8 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2017).  
Statistical Analyses 
First, separate curve-of-factors LGCM were computed to identify the 
developmental trajectories of (1) children’s social-emotional skills, (2) parent-child 
relationship quality, and (3) the home-school connection across the transition from 
preschool (T1) through first grade (T4; see Figure 2 for a general growth model 
depiction). Each outcome was treated as a latent construct (e.g., social-emotional skills) 
with two indicators (e.g., social skills and problems behaviors) that were measured 
repeatedly over time. This approach allows for examination of whether the construct as a 
whole (e.g., social-emotional skills) changes over time.  
For each outcome, an unconditional model without predictor variables was 
estimated first. The unconditional model estimates the intercept (e.g., social-emotional 
skill level at preschool entry), the mean rate of change of developmental trajectories, and 
the individual variability in the starting point and rate of change. Although the model in 
Figure 2 is presented as a linear growth model for clarity, polynomial growth curves were 
computed when indicated to determine the actual nature of change during the 
developmental transition from preschool to first grade. Next, the unconditional model 
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was extended to a conditional model by including geographic location (i.e., urban/rural) 
as an exogenous moderator to identify whether the developmental trajectories differ 
depending on this important exosystemic contextual factor. The following time-invariant 
covariates were also included to help explain initial levels and growth trajectories for 
each construct: child gender, household income status, parent race/ethnicity, parent 
education, and primary home language.  
To address the first and second aims, the parent-child relationship and the home-
school connection were respectively included as time-varying covariates in the identified 
growth structure for children’s social-emotional skills (see Figure 3 for a general growth 
model depiction). The relation between the growth trajectory and time-varying covariates 
was modeled by regressing social-emotional skill scores on the time-varying covariate at 
the appropriate time. Specifically, social-emotional skills at T1 was regressed on parent-
child relationship quality at T1; social-emotional skills at T2 was regressed on parent-
child relationship quality at T1 and T2, and so on for both the parent-child relationship 
and the home-school connection. These analyses allowed for consideration of the 
concurrent and predictive effects of the parent-child relationship and the home-school 
connection on children’s social-emotional skills across the transition from preschool 
through first grade. The same time-invariant covariates were also included to help explain 
initial levels and growth trajectories of social-emotional skills: child gender, household 
income status, parent race/ethnicity, parent education, and primary home language.  
To address the third aim, a multiple group LGCM was implemented to determine 
the unique impact of community setting (i.e., urban, rural) on children’s social-emotional 
trajectories. A multiple group LGCM is useful for examining differences in 
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developmental processes across different groups, including differences in levels of 
behaviors, developmental trajectories, rates of change, and effects of predictors on 
outcomes (Duncan & Duncan, 2009). Specifically, a fully unconstrained configural 
model was conducted, allowing all parameters to vary across urban and rural groups, and 
regression coefficients were compared across groups. The same time-invariant covariates 
were also included to help explain initial levels and growth trajectories: child gender, 
household income status, parent race/ethnicity, parent education, and primary home 
language. See Figure 4 for a general model depiction. 
Model Considerations  
The following considerations were accounted for when determining the final model. 
Multi-Level Data Structure. Although cross-classified nesting is warranted to 
account for dependency among observations due to multiple time points (L1) nested 
within children/parents (L2), and children/parents nested in preschool, kindergarten, and 
first grade classrooms and schools (L3), these models were unable to converge. Instead, 
the TYPE = COMPLEX analysis command was used in conjunction with the CLUSTER 
variable command in Mplus to nest students within their preschool classroom. This 
approach allowed for the computation of standard errors and a chi-square test of model fit 
taking into account stratification, non-independence of observations due to cluster 
sampling, and/or unequal probability of selection (Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2017).  
Model Fit. Models were assessed for their fit to the observed data by using chi-
square and related fit indices, including the comparative fit index (CFI) and root mean 
square error of approximation (RMSEA). Chi-square is a test of exact fit, meaning that if 
the chi-square test is non-significant, model fit is perfect fit, or the predicted model is not 
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statistically significantly different from the given data. If the chi-square test is significant, 
the model does not have perfect fit and other fit indices are examined. Per the 
recommendations of Hu and Bentler (1999), a CFI value of .95 or higher and/or an 
RMSEA value of .06 or lower indicates good model fit.  
Coding and Scaling. The Problem Behaviors and Conflict subscales were reverse 
coded for use in latent variable analyses, such that high scores equate to low levels of 
problem behaviors (i.e., better social-emotional skills) and low levels of conflict (i.e., 
better parent-child relational quality), respectively. Further, some variables (i.e., Social 
Skills, Problem Behaviors, Home-School Conferencing/Structural Communication) were 
rescaled and adjusted (i.e., divided by ten) to stabilize the model estimation process. 
Further, although the closeness subscale on the CPRS demonstrates low reliability within 
the current sample, this was accounted for in all analyses by fixing the model factor 
loading, allowing the effect to be constant across time points.  
Slope. Slope loadings were adjusted to account for non-equidistant periods of 
time between data collection. For linear trajectories, slope loadings of 0, 1, 3, 5 were used 
to represent the fall and spring of preschool year, spring of kindergarten, and spring of 
first grade. Additionally, polynomial growth curves (i.e., quadratic: 0, 1, 9, 25, or cubic: 
0, 1, 27, 125) were explored when indicated by examination of means and spaghetti plots.  
Longitudinal Invariance. Due to the longitudinal nature of this study, it is 
necessary to demonstrate measurement invariance to ensure the same construct is being 
represented across repeated measurements. Longitudinal factorial invariance was 
indirectly tested via model fit. Specifically, the models imposed intercept and loading 
measurement invariance by fixing the factor loading of one indicator to “1” while 
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constraining the factor loading of the other indicator to be equal at each time point; all 
intercepts were fixed to “0”. Thus, when model fit is good, the assumption of longitudinal 
invariance can be held.  
Missing Data. Missing data are to be expected due to the longitudinal nature of 
the study. In this study, an assumption was made that data were missing at random 
(MAR). The MAR assumption states that the missing value on a variable is not 
necessarily dependent on the variable itself, but is rather related to some other measured 
variable in the model. Unfortunately, there is no statistical test for the MAR assumption; 
however, many of the key variables that may play a role in missingness (e.g., 
sociodemographic variables) have been included in the analyses. Missing data were 
accounted for statistically using full information maximum likelihood estimation (FIML; 
Enders & Bandalos, 2001), which has been shown to be valid for MAR data (Bollen & 
Curran, 2006). This approach uses all available data to estimate the model, allowing cases 
to be retained in the analysis if they have outcome data for at least one time point. 
Accounting for missing data in this way will enable participants with missing data to 
provide important information to inform this study’s aims.  
Additionally, one case was excluded from the final analytic sample due to missing 
values on parent-reported measures of interest (CPRS, PTRS, FIQ) across all time points. 
A second case was excluded due to discrepancies in the grouping variable across time 




CHAPTER 4: RESULTS 
 The purpose of this longitudinal study was to determine (1) the developmental 
trajectory of children’s social-emotional skills, (2) how this trajectory is influenced by the 
parent-child relationship and home-school connection, and (3) whether trajectories differ 
across children growing up in urban versus rural communities. Descriptive statistics for 
the primary variables of interest are in Table 3 and the growth trajectories are represented 
in Figures 5-7. Spaghetti plots are in the Appendix.  
Modeling Developmental Trajectories 
Separate curve-of-factors growth models were conducted to assess the 
developmental trajectories of children’s social-emotional skills (Model 1), parent-child 
relationship quality (Model 2) and the home-school connection (Model 3) across the 
transition from preschool (T1) through first grade (T4). Factor loadings and selected 
model parameters are reported in Table 4. 
Social-Emotional Skills  
Model 1 examined the average pattern of change over time in children’s social-
emotional skills. Based on examination of descriptive data and spaghetti plots, a linear 
latent growth curve was fit in an unconditional model without predictors (Model 1a). 
Model fit was excellent, χ2 (23) = 23.658, p = .423, CFI = .999, RMSEA = .011. The 
results indicate that the average level of children’s social-emotional skills at the start of 
preschool is 11.963 units (b = 11.963, b = 10.598, SE = .094, p < .001), and social-
emotional skills remain relatively stable through first grade (b = .200, b = .023, SE = 
.013, p = .056). However, significant variability remained in the intercept (b = .785, SE = 
.159, p < .001) and slope (b = .013, SE = .005, p = .016), suggesting individual 
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differences in both the initial status of social-emotional skills at the start of preschool and 
in their change over time. The intercept did not vary significantly with the slope (b = 
.008, SE = .016, p = .630), suggesting the initial status of social-emotional skills is not 
related to the developmental trajectory. 
 The conditional model (Model 1b) included the addition of geography as a 
moderator and child gender, household income status, parent race/ethnicity, parent 
education, and primary home language as covariates (see Figure 5). Model fit was good, 
χ2 (59) = 81.242, p = .029, CFI = .973, RMSEA = .039. The intercept estimate increased 
slightly to 12.634 units (b = 12.635, b = 11.162, SE = .408, p < .001), and the linear slope 
remained non-significant (b = -.368, b = -.043, SE = .083, p = .606). Geographic location 
did not have a significant moderating effect on the intercept (b = -.043, b = -.075, SE = 
.169, p = .655) or slope term (b= -.104, b = -.024, SE = .032, p = .444). Both child gender 
and home language had significant effects on the intercept, but not the linear growth 
term. Specifically, females were reported to have a higher average level of social-
emotional skills at the start of preschool compared to males (b = -.167, b = -.295, SE = 
.141, p = .037). Additionally, children with a primary home language other than English 
were reported to have a higher average level of social-emotional skills at the start of 
preschool compared to children with a primary home language of English (b = .239, b = 
.520, SE = .197, p = .008). Parental education had a marginal effect on the intercept (b = 
.181, b = .127, SE = .068, p = .063), with higher levels of parental education associated 
with children having marginally higher average levels of social-emotional skills at the 
start of preschool. No other covariates had a significant effect on the intercept or the 
linear growth term.  
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The variability in the intercept and linear slope term remained significant in the 
conditional model, suggesting there are still individual differences in the initial status of 
social-emotional skills at the start of preschool and in their change over time that is not 
accounted for by the model. However, for the intercept, this variability decreased slightly 
(b = .663, SE = .139, p < .001). The estimates for variability in the linear slope term 
remained the same as the unconditional model (b = .013, SE = .006, p = .025).  
Parent-Child Relationship  
Model 2 examined the average pattern of change over time in the quality of the 
parent-child relationship. Factor loadings and selected model parameters are reported in 
Table 4. Examination of descriptive data and spaghetti plots for each indicator (i.e., 
closeness, conflict) suggest a quadratic pattern of change, such that relationship quality 
increases through kindergarten and then decreases in first grade. Thus, a quadratic growth 
curve was first fit in an unconditional model without predictors (Model 2a). Model fit 
was excellent, χ2 (22) = 24.347, p = .329, CFI = .993, RMSEA = .021. The results 
indicate that the average parent-child relationship quality at the start of preschool is 
16.881 units (b = 16.881, b = 48.065, SE = .210, p < .001). On average, relationship 
quality increases by 0.823 standard deviation units per semester (b = .823, b = .358, SE = 
.170, p = .035), but this growth decelerates each semester after preschool (b = -.074, SE = 
.031, p = .016). The intercept variance is significant (b = 8.107, SE = 3.019, p = .007), 
suggesting there are individual differences in the initial status of parent-child relationship 
quality, but not in the developmental trajectory (b = .189, SE = .176, p = .282). The 
variance for the quadratic growth term was set to “0” to aid in model fit. The intercept did 
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not vary significantly with the slope (b = -.656, SE = .669, p = .327), meaning the initial 
status of social-emotional skills is not related to the developmental trajectory. 
The conditional model (Model 2b) included the addition of geography as a 
moderator and child gender, household income status, parent race/ethnicity, parent 
education, and primary home language as covariates (see Figure 6). Model fit was 
excellent, χ2 (52) = 63.547, p = .131, CFI = .976, RMSEA = .030. The intercept estimate 
decreased slightly to 16.069 units (b = 16.069, b = 46.398, SE = .901, p < .001). The 
linear slope remained significant and increased to 2.248 (b = 2.248, b = 1.311, SE = .666, 
p = .049). The quadratic growth term was no longer significant (b = -2.977, b = -.190 SE 
= .132, p = .151), suggesting that the inclusion of covariates helps to explain the change 
in parent-child relationship quality from kindergarten to first grade. Specifically, when 
covariates are taken into account, parent-child relationship quality increases on average 
by 2.248 standard deviation units per semester, and this growth does not experience any 
accelerations or decelerations across time on average. Child gender had a significant 
effect on the linear growth term (b = -.524, b = -.612, SE = .299, p = .041) and a marginal 
effect on the quadratic growth term (b = .792, b = .101, SE = .054, p = .062). This 
suggests that, compared to females, males on average had a slightly smaller linear rate of 
change in parent-child relationship quality during preschool and experienced a slight 
acceleration in parent-child relationship quality after preschool.  
Geographic location had a significant moderating effect on the intercept (b = -
.182, b = -1.055, SE = .421, p = .012), such that, on average, children in urban 
communities had higher quality parent-child relationships at the start of preschool 
compared to children in rural communities. Parent education also had a significant effect 
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on the intercept (b = .163, b = .375, SE = .139, p = .007), with higher levels of parent 
education associated with children having higher quality parent-child relationships, on 
average, at the start of preschool. No other covariates had a significant effect on the 
intercept or the growth terms. The variability in the intercept remained significant but 
decreased slightly (b = 7.739, SE = .169, p = .007), suggesting there are still individual 
differences in the initial status of parent-child relationship quality that are not accounted 
for by the model.  
Home-School Connection  
Model 3 examined the average pattern of change over time in the home-school 
connection. Based on examination of descriptive data and spaghetti plots, a cubic growth 
curve was fit (Model 3a). Model fit was good, χ2 (17) = 35.918, p = .005, CFI = .980, 
RMSEA = .067. The results indicate that the average home-school connection at the start 
of preschool is 6.470 units (b = 6.470, b = 4.959, SE = .065, p < .001) and increases by 
0.693 standard deviation units per semester (b = .693, b = .295, SE = .082, p = .002). This 
growth decelerates by 2.995 standard deviation units per semester in kindergarten (b = -
2.995, b = -.236, SE = .042, p < .001), and then increases by 0.041 units per semester 
through first grade (b = .041, SE = .006, p < .001). The intercept (b = .588, SE = .089, p < 
.001), linear slope (b = .181, SE = .057, p = .002), and quadratic slope (b = .006, SE = 
.002, p = .003) variances are significant, suggesting there are individual differences in 
both the initial status of the home-school connection at the start of preschool and in its 
change during the transition from preschool through first grade. The variance for the 
cubic growth term was set to “0” to aid in model fit. The intercept did not vary 
significantly with the linear (b = -.096, SE = .053, p = .073) or quadratic (b = .019, SE = 
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.010, p = .056) slopes, meaning the initial status of the home-school connection is not 
related to the developmental trajectory, although these estimates are trending in that 
direction.  
The conditional model (Model 3b) included the addition of geography as a 
moderator and child gender, household income status, parent race/ethnicity, parent 
education, and primary home language as covariates (see Figure 7). Model fit was good, 
χ2 (41) = 72.664, p = .002, CFI = .968, RMSEA = .056. The intercept estimate increased 
slightly to 6.873 units (b = 6.873, b = 5.278, SE = .335, p < .001). The linear (b = .732, b 
= .335, SE = .460, p = .467), quadratic (b = -.471, b = -.068, SE = .234, p = .772), and 
cubic (b = .348, b = .006, SE = .031, p = .839) growth terms are no longer significant 
with the addition of covariates. Geographic location had a significant moderating effect 
on the intercept (b = -.269, b = -.414, SE = .134, p = .002) and cubic growth terms (b = -
.702, b = -.025, SE = .013, p = .045), and a marginal moderating effect on the quadratic 
growth term (b = .604, b = .175, SE = .096, p = .067). Results suggest that, on average, 
children from rural communities have lower home-school connections at the start of 
preschool compared to children from urban communities, experienced a marginally larger 
acceleration in home-school connections across kindergarten, and experienced a 
significantly larger deceleration in home-school connections across first grade.  
Home language had a significant effect on the intercept (b = -.271, b = -.512, SE 
= .157, p = .001), such that children with a primary home language of English were 
reported, on average, to have a higher home-school connection at the start of preschool 
compared to children with a primary home language other than English. Family income 
status also had a marginal effect on the intercept (b = .158, b = .290, SE = .160, p = .070), 
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suggesting that children from low income families were reported to have a marginally 
higher average home-school connection at the start of preschool compared to children 
from high income families. Child gender had a marginal effect on the quadratic (b = -
.496, b = -.143, SE = .083, p = .085) and cubic growth terms (b = .574, b = .021, SE = 
.011, p = .059), suggesting that boys experienced a marginally larger average deceleration 
in home-school connections across kindergarten and a slightly larger average acceleration 
in home-school connections across first grade.  
The variability in the intercept, linear slope, and quadratic slope remained 
significant in the conditional model, suggesting there are still individual differences in the 
initial status of home-school connections at the start of preschool and in their change over 
time that is not accounted for by the model. The variance for the cubic growth term was 
set to “0” to aid in model fit. For the intercept and linear slope, the variability decreased 
slightly (b = .486, SE = .079, p < .001 and b = .169, SE = .055, p = .001, respectively). 
The estimates for variability in the quadratic slope term remained the same as the 
unconditional model (b = .006, SE = .002, p = .003).  
Research Question 1: What is the relation between parent-child relationships and 
children’s social-emotional skills across the transition from preschool to first grade?  
The parent-child relationship was included as a time-varying covariate in the 
identified linear growth structure for children’s social-emotional skills (Model 4). The 
following time-invariant covariates were also included in the model: child gender, 
household income status, parent race/ethnicity, parent education, and primary home 
language as covariates. Factor loadings and selected model parameters are reported in 
Table 5. Model fit was adequate, χ2 (165) = 305.315, p < .001, CFI = .920, RMSEA = 
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.058. The intercept estimate for the social-emotional skills trajectory increased slightly 
from the unconditional model to 60.145 units (b = 60.145, b = 11.044, SE = .278, p < 
.001), and the linear slope remained non-significant (b = -.357, b = -.009, SE = .072, p = 
.902). Gender no longer had a significant effect on the social-emotional skills intercept (b 
= -.303, b =-.111, SE = .095, p = .243). Home language continued to have a significant 
effect on the social-emotional skills intercept, such that children with a primary home 
language other than English were reported to have, on average, a higher level of social-
emotional skills at the start of preschool compared to children with a primary home 
language of English (b = .585, b = .265, SE = .116, p = .022). Parent race had a marginal 
effect on the social-emotional skills intercept, such that White children have a marginally 
lower average level of social-emotional skills at the start of preschool compared to 
children of color (b = -.614, b = -.095, SE = .051, p = .063).  
The parent-child relationship had a significant concurrent effect on social-
emotional skills at each time point. At Time 1 and Time 3, this relation is positive, such 
that higher parent-child relationship quality is associated with higher social-emotional 
skills (T1: b = .976, b = .831, SE = .082, p < .001; T3: b = 1.272, b = 1.299, SE = .613, p 
= .034). Specifically, children’s social-emotional skills increase by approximately one 
standard deviation for every one-unit increase in parent-child relationship quality in both 
preschool and kindergarten, while controlling for all other variables. In contrast, this 
relation is negative at Time 2 and Time 4, such that higher parent-child relationship 
quality is associated with lower social-emotional skills (T2: b = -.608, b = -.577, SE = 
.291, p = .047; T4: b = -.399, b = -.420, SE = .147, p = .004). The parent-child 
relationship at the beginning of preschool (Time 1) also significantly predicted social-
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emotional skills at the end of preschool (Time 2; b = 1.643, b = 1.560, SE = .281, p < 
.001). The parent-child relationship at the end of preschool (Time 2) had a marginal 
relation with social-emotional skills at the end of kindergarten (Time 3; b = 2.722, b = 
2.779, SE = 1.483, p = .061). This indicates that children displayed more competent 
social-emotional adjustment at the end of preschool and kindergarten when parents 
reported higher quality parent-child relationships the year prior.   
Research Question 2: What is the relation between the home-school connection and 
children’s social-emotional skills across the transition from preschool to first grade? 
The home-school connection was included as a time-varying covariate in the 
identified growth structure for children’s social-emotional skills (Model 5). The 
following time-invariant covariates were also included in the model: child gender, 
household income status, parent race/ethnicity, parent education, and primary home 
language as covariates. Factor loadings and selected model parameters are reported in 
Table 5. Model fit was adequate, χ2 (161) = 286.433, p < .001, CFI = .931, RMSEA = 
.056. The intercept estimate for the social-emotional skills trajectory increased slightly 
from the unconditional model to 12.680 units (b = 12.680, b = 11.118, SE = .416, p < 
.001), and the linear slope remained non-significant (b = -.332, b = -.037, SE = .096, p = 
.704). Home language continued to have a significant effect on the social-emotional skills 
intercept, such that children with a primary home language other than English were 
reported to have a higher average level of social-emotional skills at the start of preschool 
compared to children with a primary home language of English (b = .262, b = .566, SE = 
.238, p = .017). Child gender also continued to have a significant effect on the intercept 
(b = -.162, b = -.284, SE = .141, p = .044), suggesting that, on average, males have lower 
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levels of social-emotional skills at the start of preschool compared to females. Parental 
education had a marginal effect on the intercept (b = .176, b = .122, SE = .069, p = .078), 
with higher levels of parental education associated with children having marginally 
higher average levels of social-emotional skills at the start of preschool. Parent race also 
had a marginal effect on the social-emotional skills intercept, such that White children 
have a marginally lower average level of social-emotional skills at the start of preschool 
compared to children of color (b = -.176, b = .133, SE = .069, p = .078). 
 The home-school connection did not have any concurrent or predictive relations 
with social-emotional skills, with the exception of Time 4. More specifically, the home-
school connection in first grade positively predicted social-emotional skills in first grade 
(b = .253, b = .287, SE = .125 p = .021). This indicates that children displayed more 
competent social-emotional adjustment in first grade when their homes and schools were 
better connected and engaged in more frequent communication.    
Research Question 3: Does community setting (i.e., urban, rural) moderate the 
relations among parent-child relationships, the home-school connection, and 
children’s social-emotional trajectories?  
Parent-Child Relationship 
A fully unconstrained, multiple group configural model was conducted with the 
parent-child relationship included as a time-varying covariate. The following time-
invariant covariates were also included to help explain initial levels and growth 
trajectories: child gender, household income status, parent race/ethnicity, parent 
education, and primary home language. Selected model parameters and differences across 
groups are reported in Table 5. Model fit was adequate, χ2 (337) = 525.827, p < .001, CFI 
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= .911, RMSEA = .067. Examination of the new parameters comparing regression 
coefficients across groups does not provide evidence of moderation. Thus, the parent-
child relationship appears to have a similar relation with social-emotional trajectories 
across both urban and rural groups.  
Home-School Connection 
A fully unconstrained, multiple group configural model was conducted with the 
home-school connection included as a time-varying covariate. The following time-
invariant covariates were also included to help explain initial levels and growth 
trajectories: child gender, household income status, parent race/ethnicity, parent 
education, and primary home language. Selected model parameters and differences across 
groups are reported in Table 5. Model fit was adequate, χ2 (328) = 537.848, p < .001, CFI 
= .8951, RMSEA = .072. Examination of the new parameters comparing regression 
coefficients across groups does not provide evidence of moderation. The only regression 
coefficient significantly different across groups was the regression of the social-
emotional trajectory slope on parent education (diff est. = .072, SE = .034, p = .034), such 
that parent education has a significant positive effect on social-emotional trajectories for 
children in rural communities (b = .040, SE = .018, p = .027) and a non-significant effect 
on social-emotional trajectories for children in urban communities (b = -.032, SE = .029, 
p = .259).  
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 
Social-emotional skills are an important prerequisite for children’s school 
readiness and early learning (e.g., Denham, Bassett, Mincic, et al., 2012; Romano et al., 
2010), as well as long-term outcomes (Bettencourt et al., 2018; Duncan et al., 2007). 
Children experiencing correlates of poverty and socioeconomic disadvantage (e.g., 
ethnic/racial minority, single-parent household, low parental education, poor parenting) 
often experience difficulties with social-emotional skills (Halle et al., 2009; Isaacs, 
2012), putting them at risk for poor long-term developmental outcomes. Thus, it is 
critical to understand factors associated with social-emotional development across the 
transition to elementary school, as research shows that learning and behavioral gaps 
between low-income students and their advantaged peers persist and widen over time 
(McClelland et al., 2006). The purpose of this study was to identify the influence of 
malleable contextual factors (i.e., parent-child relationship [microsystem], home-school 
connection [mesosystem]) over time (chronosystem) on children’s school readiness and 
social-emotional adjustment to early elementary school, and to uncover the role of 
community setting (exosystem) in understanding children’s school readiness trajectories. 
Contrary to study hypotheses, children’s social-emotional skills remained 
relatively stable across the transition from preschool to first grade and did not differ 
based on geographic context (i.e., urban vs rural). Geographic context did, however, 
influence parent-child relationship quality (favoring urban families) and the home-school 
connection (also favoring urban families), both of which had significant effects on 
children’s social-emotional functioning during the transition from preschool to first 
grade. Specifically, higher quality parent-child relationships in preschool and 
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kindergarten were associated with improved social-emotional adjustment both 
concurrently and predictively (i.e., from preschool to first grade). Greater home-school 
connections were also associated with improved concurrent social-emotional adjustment 
in first grade. The parent-child relationship and home-school connection had similar 
relations with social-emotional trajectories across both urban and rural groups. 
Social-Emotional Skills Trajectories  
Unfortunately, this study was not able to fully capture all of the predictors of and 
contributors to the developmental trajectory of children’s social-emotional skills across 
the transition from preschool through first grade. In this study, children’s social-
emotional skills, on average, remained relatively stable across the transition. Yet 
significant variability remained unexplained in the model, suggesting significant 
individual variability in children’s initial status of social-emotional skills at the start of 
preschool and in their developmental trajectories.  
Notably, social-emotional skill levels and trajectories did not differ by geographic 
setting, suggesting that teachers viewed children as behaving similarly regardless of 
whether they reside in urban or rural settings. Although this finding is unexpected based 
on the literature (e.g., Miller & Votruba-Drzal, 2013; Robinson et al., 2017), it is not 
surprising given the unique, advantageous qualities of the participating rural communities 
in this sample, as well as the significant variability in the degree of rurality. Participating 
rural communities ranged from distant towns to rural remote areas, based on the National 
Center for Educational Statistics locale classification system for defining rural 
communities (Office of Management and Budget, 2000). Additionally, the current sample 
was less reflective of poverty, single parenthood, low parent education, and other risk 
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factors that are traditionally identified as contributing to less adaptive family functioning 
and social-emotional outcomes in rural children (Vernon-Feagans & Cox, 2013). In this 
particular study, the rural sample was also more highly educated and socioeconomically 
advantaged compared to the urban sample, both of which are considered protective 
factors for children’s behavior problems and social-emotional competence (Mazza et al., 
2017; Waldfogel & Washbrook, 2011; Whittaker et al., 2011). Of note, parent education 
was found to have a significant, positive effect on social-emotional trajectories for 
children in rural communities, but not for children in urban communities. Specifically, 
rural children with more highly educated parents experienced greater gains in social-
emotional skills across the transition from preschool to first grade.  
Furthermore, all participants, both urban and rural, attended publicly funded 
preschool programs, and preschool attendance is well-known to be associated with the 
development of positive social-emotional competence (Camilli et al., 2010). These 
specific qualities and advantages of participating rural communities may help explain the 
lack of differences between urban and rural groups in this study. These results are also 
consistent with past studies conducted in this same Midwestern area, which also did not 
find differences in teacher ratings of kindergarten children’s social skills and problem 
behaviors across geographic contexts (Sheridan et al., 2014).  
However, gender and home language were found to be predictive of social-
emotional skills at the start of preschool. Specifically, female children had higher social-
emotional skills at the start of preschool compared to male children. This finding is not 
surprising given the vast literature base exploring gender differences in social-emotional 
skills, which consistently finds that females are rated as having significantly higher levels 
 67 
of social-emotional competencies than males across early and middle childhood (Romer 
et al., 2011). In kindergarten, twice as many boys than girls are identified as having 
difficulty paying attention and are disruptive in class, whereas girls more often 
demonstrate task persistence and eagerness to learn (Buchmann et al., 2008). Gender 
gaps in social-emotional competencies continue to widen over time and may also help 
explain the gender gap in academic outcomes during elementary school (DiPrete & 
Jennings, 2012; Nakajima et al., 2019). These results point to the importance of 
identifying home and school factors that may support both male and female children’s 
social-emotional skill development prior to school entry, and the potential need to 
individualize supports based on child gender.  
Non-English-speaking children also had higher social-emotional skills at the start 
of preschool compared to English-speaking children. There is some evidence to suggest 
that a bilingual home-school environment appears to be favorably associated with 
children’s holistic development and wellbeing (Guhn et al., 2016). Specifically, bilingual 
or dual language learning children enter school with higher levels of social-emotional 
skills compared to monolingual children (Guhn et al., 2016; Halle et al., 2014). 
Additionally, children who speak a language at home other than English tend to 
outperform their monolingual English-speaking peers on measures of social and 
behavioral skills, including approaches to learning, self-control, interpersonal skills, and 
externalizing and internalizing behavior problems, at school entry and throughout early 
elementary school (Bachman et al., 2020; Han, 2010). Although the current study was not 
able to determine the dual language proficiency of non-English speaking children, these 
results highlight the unique role that children’s ethno-cultural language background may 
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play in social-emotional development and further support the need to adopt an 
individualized, ecological perspective on understanding school readiness.  
Impact of Relationships  
Relationships within (i.e., parent-child) and between (i.e., home-school) settings 
are invaluable for children’s social-emotional development. Young children’s 
development of healthy relationships, behaviors, and social-emotional skills is facilitated 
within the context of supportive parent-child interactions (Luby et al., 2013), and children 
have better outcomes when parents and teachers communicate and work together to 
support learning (Hughes & Kwok, 2007; Serpell & Mashburn, 2012; Sheridan et al., 
2010). The current study examined the impact of parent-child relationships and the home-
school connection on children’s social-emotional trajectories across the transition from 
preschool to first grade, and found partial support for the importance of these 
relationships on children’s social-emotional adjustment.  
Parent-Child Relationship Quality  
Examination of growth curve analyses revealed that the quality of the parent-child 
relationship changes in a positive linear fashion from preschool to first grade, despite the 
changes and potential stressors associated with the transition to formal schooling. 
Consistent with past research, the current study suggests closeness between parents and 
children appears to increase over time while conflict (which was reverse coded for this 
study) in the relationship decreases (Driscoll & Pianta, 2011; Weaver et al., 2015). Only 
individual child characteristics (i.e., gender) significantly impacted the rate of change in 
parent-child relationship quality over time. Thus, contrary to study hypotheses, although 
children who started preschool with low quality parent-child relationships experienced 
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positive gains in the quality of these relationships over time, there is no evidence that 
those children experienced relatively greater gains in parent-child relationship quality 
development compared to children with high quality parent-child relationships at the start 
of preschool. Compared to female children, male children experienced slightly smaller 
increases in parent-child relationship quality across the transition from preschool to first 
grade. There is some research to support a bidirectional and interactive relation between 
child externalizing behavior and negative parenting (Combos-Ronto et al., 2014). Given 
that boys tend to engage in more problem behavior and risk-taking behavior than girls 
(e.g., Else-Quest et al., 2006), it may be the case that parents of young boys change their 
approach to parenting and engage in more controlling and less sensitive parenting 
behaviors in response to challenging behaviors (Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2009). Indeed, 
research has shown that boys are more often the recipient of harsh and verbal discipline 
compared to girls (McKee et al., 2007). The different ways parents interact with their 
sons versus daughters, both with regard to discipline and stereotypical gender roles more 
broadly, may ultimately affect the quality of the parent-child relationship across 
development and point to the need to individualized parenting supports based on child 
gender.  
Several factors appeared to impact the quality of the parent-child relationship at 
the start of preschool. Notably, contextual variables at both the exosystemic (i.e., 
geographic location) and macrosystemic (i.e., parental education) levels were 
significantly related to the quality of parent-child relationships at the start of preschool. 
Parents in urban areas reported significantly higher relationships with their children at 
preschool entry compared to parents in rural areas, which is consistent with previous 
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research documenting differences in home environment practices for children living in 
urban and rural communities. Given the uniqueness and assets of the participating rural 
sample (i.e., more highly educated and socioeconomically advantaged than the 
participating urban sample), this finding is surprising. However, even among similarly 
situated rural contexts, past studies have found rural parents to exhibit less emotional 
support, including warmth, sensitivity, and supportiveness, and more intrusive parenting 
behaviors compared to urban parents (Sheridan et al., 2014). Children in rural areas are 
also at greater risk than their urban counterparts for experiencing a mental, behavioral, or 
developmental disorder (Lenardson et al., 2010; Robinson et al., 2017), as well as 
externalizing behaviors (Sheridan et al., 2014) and more challenging temperaments 
(Neumann et al., 2020), which may impact parent stress and frustration levels and 
indirectly negatively impact parent-child interactions. There may be other environmental 
or contextual factors that influence rural parenting behaviors, such as limited access to 
mental and behavioral health services and child-rearing resources (Conger et al., 2010; 
Evans, 2006).  
Additionally, parents with higher levels of education also reported significantly 
higher relationships with their children at preschool entry compared to parents with lower 
levels of education. This finding is not surprising given that parents’ education is related 
to parenting behavior (Nitzel & Stright, 2004). Maternal education is often indicative of 
wider contextual social and economic influences on family functioning and parent-child, 
and thus ultimately plays an indirect role in children’s academic and social adjustment 
(Vernon-Feagans et al., 2008). Mothers with higher levels of education are more 
responsive and less punitive during parent-child interactions in general, and also engage 
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in more scaffolding and responsive discussion during problem-solving interactions 
(Nitzel & Stright, 2004; Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2009). In contrast, low levels of parental 
education (i.e., less than high school) has been associated with insensitive and controlling 
parenting behaviors (Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2009). Taken together, these results 
highlight the need to bolster both the quantity and quality of supports available to 
families to support positive parent-child interactions and family functioning across urban 
and rural communities and across the continuum of parental education levels.  
Parent-Child Relationship and Social-Emotional Skill Trajectories. When 
parent-child relationship quality was added as a time-varying covariate to children’s 
social-emotional skills trajectory, child gender no longer had a significant effect on the 
intercept, suggesting that gender differences in parent-child relationship quality may help 
explain gender differences in children’s social-emotional skills at the start of preschool. 
Additionally, the parent-child relationship was both concurrently and predictively 
associated with children’s social-emotional adjustment in preschool and kindergarten. 
Parent-child interactions may provide an important context for practicing and developing 
social skills in early childhood. When early parent-child interactions are characterized as 
structured and responsive to children’s needs and emotions, children demonstrate positive 
social skills in school settings (Barth & Parke, 1993; Connell & Prinz, 2002). In contrast, 
parent-child interactions characterized by a controlling parent and a resisting child are 
negatively associated with social-emotional adjustment in early childhood (Barth & 
Parke, 1993), and higher levels of internalizing and externalizing behavior problems 
(McKee et al., 2007). The current study provides preliminary evidence to suggest that 
early parent-child relationships are important for later developmental outcomes, namely 
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children’s adjustment during the transition to school. Further, changes in parenting (i.e., 
lower stress and depressive symptoms, increased supportiveness) over time have been 
found to be associated with improved school readiness for young children (Chazan-
Cohen et al., 2009). These findings suggest the need to focus on parenting behaviors and 
improving parent-child interactions as a way to enhance early intervention and school 
transition practices.  
Results of the current study are contrary to the hypothesis that the impact of 
parent-child relationships would be greater for children in rural settings due to the lack of 
resources in rural communities. Rather, the impact of the parent-child relationship quality 
on children’s social-emotional skills did not differ across urban and rural communities. 
This finding may be explained in part when considering the participating rural sample 
was equally, if not less, disadvantaged compared to the urban sample. However, it is 
important to consider the interplay between geographic setting and parent-child 
relationships, as the current study found that rural parents reported lower quality parent-
child relationships compared to urban parents. Thus, one could expect that the lower 
quality parent-child relationships in rural families might negatively impact rural 
children’s social-emotional adjustment during the transition to school. Thus, there is a 
need to identify ways to better understand and improve the parent-child relationship in 
rural families to ensure successful social-emotional development and adjustment during a 
critical period of development. These findings also provide reason to explore other 
factors that may influence social-emotional skill development in rural children to 
counteract the potential negative impact of parent-child relationships at school entry. For 
example, recent evidence suggests rural children may be more sensitive to preschool 
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classroom quality, and specifically supportive and consistent teacher-child interactions, 
compared to urban children (Schmitt et al., 2018). Thus, rural schools should not only 
focus on supporting positive parent-child relationships, but also on ensuring positive 
classroom environments.   
Home-School Connection  
When accounting for the effects of covariates, the home-school connection, as 
reported by parents, remained relatively stable, on average, across the transition from 
preschool to first grade. Several contextual factors appeared to impact the home-school 
connection at the start of preschool, including geographic location (exosystem) and home 
language (macrosystem). However, significant variability remained unexplained in the 
model, suggesting there are individual differences in both the initial status of the home-
school connection at the start of preschool and in its change during the transition from 
preschool through first grade that is not fully captured in the current study.  
As expected, relative to urban counterparts, children and families from rural 
communities had lower home-school connections at the start of preschool and 
experienced a larger decline across the transition to first grade. These findings support the 
existing literature base documenting significant differences in the relationship between 
home and school in urban versus rural communities (Keys 2015; Sheridan et al., 2020). 
Rural families face additional barriers to developing strong home-school connections, 
including limited access to and opportunities for partnership-building and support due to 
the geographic distance between school buildings and families’ homes (Kushman & 
Barnhardt, 2001). Not all barriers to positive home-school connections are contingent on 
proximity to schools. Rural parents may also have less pronounced perceptions of their 
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roles in their children’s education when compared to urban parents, perhaps viewing 
teachers as more of the expert when it comes to their child’s education, and thus may not 
actively take a role in home-based involvement and communication with the school 
(Keys, 2015; Prater et al., 1997; Roscigno et al., 2006). Previous studies have found that 
rural parents tend to place less emphasis on children’s achievement than urban parents, 
which may influence the extent to which parents are engaging in their child’s schooling 
(Lampard et al., 2000). Although not examined directly in the current study, past studies 
have also shown that rural parents engage in significantly fewer home-based involvement 
practices (Sheridan et al., 2020). However, a recent meta-analysis found that the effects 
of family-school interventions on children’s social-emotional outcomes were greatest for 
rural children, possibly due to the increased social capital gained when families and 
schools work together in under-resourced settings (Sheridan et al., 2019). The current 
findings revealing significantly lower home-school connections for rural families 
represents a missed opportunity to support children in rural schools. These findings 
indicate a need for additional research attention to better understand rural parents’ 
expectations and motivations for family-school engagement, and how community context 
may influence these role constructs.  
Other contextual variables at the macrosystem level also had an impact on the 
initial status of the home-school connection at the start of preschool. Specifically, 
children and families with a non-English primary home language reported significantly 
lower levels of home-school connection compared to children and families with a 
primary home language of English. These results are consistent with past literature 
documenting that parental involvement is lower for families from disadvantaged and 
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minority backgrounds (McWayne et al., 2008; Nzinga-Johnson et al., 2009; 
Sonnenschein & Galindo, 2015). Immigrant and culturally diverse families often face 
many challenges, including language barriers and poverty that might make it more 
difficult for them to provide a stimulating home environment and communicate and form 
relationships with teachers (Antony-Newman, 2019; Hornby & Lafaele, 2011). Yet, these 
findings are significant as we know that strong family-school partnerships are even more 
critical for promoting positive development for children experiencing risk factors (Iruka 
et al., 2010, 2011; Schulting et al., 2005) and are a key protective factor for low-income, 
ethnic minority children (Jeynes, 2003). Although family-school connections are often 
weaker for children who enter school with social and economic risks, these relationships 
seem to matter than for more advantaged children. Lower quality home-school 
connections appear to exert a stronger negative influence on teachers’ perceptions of 
problem behaviors for children with a history of problem behavior, male children, 
African American children, and children categorized as poor (Serpell & Mashburn, 
2012). Thus, it is critical to identify ways to overcome barriers and facilitate strong 
connections between teachers and parents of minority and disadvantaged students.  
 Home-School Connection and Social-Emotional Skill Trajectories. Despite the 
importance of family-school partnerships for children’s outcomes (Jeynes, 2012; 
Sheridan et al., 2019), the home-school connection, as reported by parents, did not appear 
to have a strong influence on children’s social-emotional skill trajectories across the 
transition from preschool to first grade in the current study. A positive home-school 
connection was associated with children’s improved social-emotional adjustment during 
first grade only, and this relation did not differ across urban and rural settings. These 
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findings are inconsistent with the results of a recent large meta-analysis, which found that 
the effects of family-school interventions on children’s social-emotional skills and mental 
health were greatest for rural children (Sheridan et al., 2019). However, it is important to 
consider the differences in the current rural sample compared to traditional rural samples 
experiencing more risk factors (Vernon-Feagans & Cox, 2013) as one potential 
explanation for why rural children did not experience greater benefits from a positive 
home-school connection.  
There are many analytic limitations that may have masked the effects of the 
home-school connection on children’s social-emotional adjustment, particularly relying 
on parent report only and treating the home-school connection as a latent variable that 
captured only communication practices between home and school that contribute to the 
parent-teacher relationship. It may also be that the affective, intangible quality of the 
parent-teacher relationship has an effect on children’s social-emotional skills, but 
structural and relational communication practices do not. For example, a study by Iruka 
and colleagues (2011) found that when teachers report strong relationships with parents, 
they were likely to rate children as more socially competent (an approximate increase of 
three-quarters of a standard deviation) and less aggressive (an approximate reduction of 
two-thirds of a standard deviation). The latent variable approach also makes it difficult to 
discern the nature of communication between home and school. Perhaps, the home-
school connection was inflated due to parents and teachers engaging in communication 
regarding children’s problem behaviors or academic difficulties. A preliminary study 
found that high structural communication was associated with more problem behaviors 
and lower math, reading, and vocabulary scores (Schumacher et al., 2019), suggesting 
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that home-school communication may be emphasized once a child is already 
experiencing difficulties rather than as a preventative measure.  
However, this finding is still promising given the past research on the positive 
association between the home-school connection and children’s outcomes. This study 
adds to the current literature by demonstrating the continued importance of home-school 
communication as children transition into first grade. These findings further highlight the 
critical need to incorporate transition practices that strengthen the connection between 
children’s homes and schools to support social-emotional adjustment during this critical 
period of development, particularly for rural children and families.  
Limitations and Future Directions  
This study is not without limitations. Given the current study is a secondary 
analysis of a larger dataset, there are inherent limitations with the study design that 
prohibited more stringent analyses from being conducted. Due to model convergence 
issues, the statistical software was unable to fully take into account the cross-classified 
multilevel structure of the data. Rather, the analytic model treated cross-classified data as 
strictly hierarchical by ignoring the crossed factor, which can cause bias in variance 
component estimates and overall biased estimation of the standard errors of parameter 
estimates, leading to incorrect statistical conclusions (Im et al., 2016). Additionally, 
sample size may have limited the ability to detect all true moderation effects, as 
moderation effects are typically small in nature, and warrant larger sample sizes (Aquinis 
et al., 2005). With this in mind, the most rigorous analytic methods (i.e., FIML, use of 
covariates) were used to retain power in this context. Thus, the current study provides a 
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conservative test of these relationships and warrants future extensions and replications of 
this work. 
This study relied solely on informant-report measures for all predictors and 
outcomes. Although source bias was accounted for by utilizing parent-report for 
malleable factors/predictors (parent-child relationship and home-school connection) and 
teacher-report for child outcomes (social-emotional skills), future research would benefit 
from corroborating self-report measures with observational measures and/or utilizing 
multiple respondents. Specifically, relying solely on parent report of the home-school 
connection leaves teachers’ perspective of the relationship underrepresented. From an 
ecological and social relational perspective, relationships develop over time and are not 
simply a result of individual interactions (Bronfenbrenner, 1986; Kuczynski & De Mol, 
2015). Thus, it may be important to understand the congruence (or discordance) of parent 
and teacher perspectives of the home-school connection, rather than individual 
perspectives. There is some evidence to suggest that shared, positive perceptions of the 
home-school connection are associated with more favorable ratings of children’s social-
emotional behaviors (Minke et al., 2014).  
Additionally, the self-report measure of parent-child relationships demonstrated 
low internal consistency and a restricted range in the current study. Although this was 
accounted for statistically in the analytical model, an observational measure of parent-
child interactions and relationship may be more sensitive to individual differences and 
variability over time. Additionally, it would be interesting to examine parent-child 
interactions more broadly, such as discipline styles and parenting behavior observations 
in play-based and problem-solving situations. The current study also did not control for 
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parent gender, and it is expected that mothers and fathers may differ in their parenting 
behaviors as well as their ratings of parent-child relationships and children’s social-
emotional outcomes. Furthermore, the home-school connection was conceptualized only 
by structural and relational communication practices, which are thought to contribute to, 
but is more narrow than, the overall quality of the parent-teacher relationship. There was 
also limited variability in parents’ report of relational communication practices, making it 
less sensitive to individual differences and changes over time. It would be interesting to 
replicate these analyses using other measures of the home-school connection, including a 
measure of the interpersonal connection between parents and teachers (e.g., the Joining 
factor of the PTRS).  
An additional limitation of the current study is related to the measures used to 
assess the parent-child relationship (i.e., CPRS) and home-school connection (i.e., FIQ, 
PTRS), as these measures were originally developed for use with urban, English-
speaking families (Driscoll & Pianta, 2011; Fantuzzo et al., 2004). Thus, the items 
captured on these measures may be less reflective of the parenting and school-
involvement based practices that are important to families in rural settings as well as 
more culturally diverse families. Although the analytic approach was able to control for 
some these differences, additional research is needed to specifically explore how these 
measures (i.e., CPRS, FIQ, PTRS) function across more diverse samples.    
There are also limitations related to using teacher-report of child outcomes, as 
children changed teachers across preschool, kindergarten, and first grade. The current 
model was unable to account for changes in teacher perspectives that may influence their 
rating style. It is possible that teacher characteristics may have partially contributed to 
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changes (or lack of changes) in children’s social-emotional skills over time. Additionally, 
a broad measure of children’s social-emotional skills was used, particularly focusing on 
the presence of positive social skills and a lack of problem behaviors. Future research 
may reveal differing patterns of change over time for different facets of social-emotional 
learning, such as self-management or self-awareness of emotions.   
Finally, the current study sampled students and teachers from a one Midwestern 
geographic region, thus limiting the generalization of the findings. This is particularly 
noteworthy, as the participating rural population was less reflective of poverty, single 
parenthood, low parent education, and other risk factors that are traditionally identified in 
some rural samples (Vernon-Feagans & Cox, 2013). Furthermore, the rural communities 
in this study varied widely with regards to size and isolation. Additional research across 
other communities and geographic regions is needed to determine if these results are 
replicated with other populations and within urban, suburban, and rural settings.  
Several lines of future research are suggested from the current study in regard to 
identifying malleable protective factors to support children’s social-emotional 
functioning during the transition to school. Significant variability remained unexplained 
in the intercept and growth terms for the social-emotional skills trajectory, as well as for 
the parent-child relationship and home-school connection trajectories. Thus, there are 
individual differences in the initial status of social-emotional skills at the start of 
preschool and in their change over time that are not accounted for by the model, 
indicating a need to explore additional factors that may influence social-emotional skills 
over time. 
 81 
Caregiver characteristics play an important role in children’s development 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1986; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998) and variables such as parenting 
stress or parental mental health are critical caregiver characteristics that were not 
explored in the current study. Stress experienced in the parental role contributes to the 
developmental context, such as by impacting the quality of parent-child interactions. 
Additionally, parenting stress is influenced by many factors beyond socioeconomic status 
that vary between urban and rural contexts, such as access to child-rearing resources 
(Conger et al., 2010), social isolation, and stigma surrounding participation in counseling 
or mental healthcare services (Robinson et al., 2017). Therefore, parental stress and 
mental health would be an important variable to consider in understanding children’s 
social-emotional skill trajectories, as well as patterns of parent-child relationship quality 
and the home-school connection across urban and rural contexts. In particular, research is 
needed to explore how resource and stress processes shape children’s development 
differentially across urban and rural communities. 
Although the current study explored the effects of variables at multiple ecological 
levels, there is a need to further explore the complex interrelationships among 
developmental processes that facilitate social-emotional adjustment. A dynamic systems 
or associative latent growth model would be better able to account for the bidirectional 
relationship between children’s behavior and the quality of the parent-child relationship, 
and even the home-school connection. Just as negative parenting contributes to children’s 
disruptive behavior, children’s behavior is also predictive of the quality of future parent-
child interactions (Combs-Ronto et al., 2014) and perhaps the quality of the connection 
between home and school. Further elucidating the early reciprocal negativity between 
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mothers and their young children is critical for understanding children’s adjustment 
across the transition to school. There is also some evidence to suggest the benefit of 
family involvement in education depends on the quality of the parent-child relationship, 
with the association between family involvement at school and children’s achievement 
being strongest for children who experience positive parent-child relationships (Simpkins 
et al., 2006). Although the current study adopted an ecological approach to examine the 
effects of multiple contexts on children’s social-emotional adjustment during the 
transition to school, future research is needed to explore the impacts of multiple, 
interacting variables.  
It would also be helpful for future research to explore both parental and child 
contributions to children’s social-emotional skill trajectories starting from infancy, as 
well as school-related variables such as the student-teacher relationship and classroom 
environment. Additionally, given that academic and social development are often 
intertwined, it would be interesting to explore the impact of academic functioning on 
social-emotional development as well the impact of malleable home and school factors 
on academic functioning. Alternatively, given that linear and polynomial growth curves 
were unable to be estimated to understand the developmental trajectory of children’s 
social-emotional skills, future research may also consider using a latent class profile 
approach to identify different profiles of trajectories (e.g., increasing SES group, 
decreasing SES group, etc.) based on various malleable factors across multiple ecological 
systems. 
Implications of Findings 
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With these limitations in mind, the current study supports the need to change the 
ways in which we prepare schools and families for the transition to elementary school by 
encouraging a greater focus on improving developmental relationships across settings. 
Families and schools are both important socializing agents for young children and 
functioning within each of these systems has implications for school adjustment and later 
well-being (Alexander & Entwisle, 1988; Bronfenbrenner, 1986). The entry to formal 
schooling is a key transition all children experience, and one that has lasting 
consequences for their academic and social-behavioral development (Duncan et al., 
2007). Positive relationships between children, their parents, and their teachers are crucial 
for facilitating children’s transition to school (Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 2000). Yet, 
parents continue to report feeling unwelcomed or uninvolved during this transition and 
express the desire to be more actively engaged (McIntyre et al., 2007). Although 
preliminary, this study uncovered meaningful malleable home- and school-based factors 
across urban and rural settings that stand to improve the social and behavioral readiness 
of young children at great risk as they transition into the formal educational system. In 
this study, geographic context did not appear to directly influence children’s social-
emotional skill trajectories, however it did influence parent-child relationship quality and 
the home-school connection, both of which had significant effects on children’s social-
emotional functioning during the transition from preschool to first grade. Family, 
childcare, and school settings each play a unique and important role in children’s school-
readiness and early academic and behavioral adjustment. An ecological approach to 
facilitating children’s positive social-emotional development across the transition to 
school emphasizes cross-setting supports for children, parents, and teachers.  
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The effect of risk in early childhood on children’s social-emotional development 
is buffered by responsive and sensitive parenting (Burchinal et al., 2006). Higher 
maternal sensitivity is associated with better social skills and fewer problem behaviors 
(Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2003) across diverse socioeconomic, geographic, and ethnic 
groups (Mesman et al., 2011). Given this, and the current findings that early parent-child 
relationships are predictive of children’s social-emotional functioning, identifying 
interventions and supports aimed at improving parent-child interactions is critical. 
Indeed, family-centered interventions are the most effective tools to support children’s 
healthy, adaptive adjustment and reduce problem behavior throughout the lifespan 
(Chorpita et al., 2011). Interventions designed to facilitate nurturing parent‐child 
interactional behaviors have shown promise in promoting emotional connection and 
yielding more adaptive developmental outcomes for high‐risk infants (Welch & Myers, 
2016).  
However, prevention efforts are likely to be most effective when addressing home 
and school settings jointly rather than in isolation. Successful home-school engagement 
requires that families not only have the skills to engage with their children’s schools, but 
also that schools and teachers create an environment that fosters engagement. 
Additionally, consistent with prior research, this current study highlighted differences in 
parent-child interactions and home-school engagement based on various contextual 
factors, including geographic locale, child gender, family language, parent education. 
Thus, ecological, family-centered interventions aimed at improving parent-child 
interaction and home-school collaboration can help improve school readiness for all 
children.  
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One such family-centered intervention, the Family Check-Up (FCU), has been 
associated with improved parenting skills (Stormshak et al., 2020), increased family 
engagement (Garbacz et al., 2019), and reductions in children’s behavior problems 
(Garbacz et al., 2020). Notably, not only do family-centered interventions demonstrate 
reductions in parental stress, they have also been shown to have greater effects on 
children’s functioning among families with high levels of stress (Stormshak et al., 2020). 
The Kids in Transition to School (KITS) Program is another evidence-based preventative 
intervention intended to improve home-school connections and facilitate children’s 
school readiness (Pears et al., 2018). Efficacy studies have revealed positive effects of the 
KITS Program on self-regulation and decreased aggression among children at-risk due to 
poverty or the presence of developmental disabilities or behavioral difficulties (Pears et 
al., 2014, 2015). Additionally, the KITS Program helped reduce ineffective parenting 
skills and facilitate positive relationships between home and school, and findings were 
equally effective across ethnic groups (Hoffman et al., 2020; Pears et al., 2015). When 
included as a brief, universal intervention during the transition to school, family-centered, 
school-based interventions, such as the FCU or KITS, may be well suited for at-risk 
children and their caregivers and may facilitate positive social-emotional adjustment and 
home-school connections before problems amplify or become chronic. 
Conclusions 
The kindergarten transition serves as one important window of opportunity to 
build a strong foundation for family engagement and connections between home and 
school. Findings from the current study suggest the need for interventions during the 
transition period that promote collaborate between families and schools to support 
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children’s positive adaptation. Notably, these findings also point to the need to increase 
the level of supports in rural schools to help facilitate the development of positive parent-
child and home-school relationships during the transition to school. Although families are 
typically less involved in their child’s education once formal schooling begins, schools 
can work to change this tendency by creating structures and policies that encourage a 
positive home-school connection across elementary years. By focusing on malleable 
home- and school-based factors, such as the parent-child relationship and home-school 
connection, children’s adjustment problems may be circumvented, serving to improve 
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Characteristics of Family Participants Across Urban and Rural Settings 
   
Time 1 
 Total 
N = 250 (100%) 
 Urban 
N = 134 (53.6%) 
 Rural 
N = 116 (46.4%) 
 Urban vs. Rural 
Comparison 
 N %  N %  N %  χ2/LRT (df) p 
Child Gender          1.78 (1) .182 
Female 132 52.8  76 56.7  56 48.3    
Male 118 47.2  58 43.3  60 51.7    
Child Race/Ethnicity           80.80 (3) <.001 
Black  38 15.4  38 29.2  0 0.0    
Hispanic or Latino 69 27.9  39 30.0  30 25.9    
Othera 30 12.1  22 16.9  8 6.9    
White  110 44.5  31 23.8  78 67.2    
Relationship to child          6.48 (2) .039 
Mother 225 90.7  117 88.6  108 93.1    
Father 18 7.3  10 7.6  8 6.9    
Otherb 5 2.0  5 3.8  0 0.0    
Language most often spoken at home with 
child 
         12.44 (1) <.001 
Only English 191 77.0  90 68.2  101 87.1    
Otherc 57 23.0  42 31.8  15 12.9    
Parent Race/Ethnicity          75.31 (3) <.001 
Black  40 16.2  40 30.5  0 0.0    
Hispanic or Latino 60 24.3  36 27.5  24 20.7    
Othera 15 6.1  11 8.4  4 3.4    
White  132 53.4  44 33.6  88 75.9    
Parent highest level of education          32.69 (4) <.001 
Less than HS diploma/GED 38 15.3  29 22.0  9 7.8    
HS diploma/GED 69 27.8  38 28.8  31 26.7    
Some training beyond HS/1 year 
certificate 
86 34.7  50 37.9  36 31.0    
Associate/2-year degree 14 5.6  8 6.1  6 5.2    
123 
  
4-year degree or additional training 41 16.5  7 5.3  34 29.3    
Household incomed          23.30 (1) <.001 
>150% FPL and no support 59 26.0  15 12.6  44 40.7    
<150% FPL and/or support 168 74.0  104 87.4  64 59.3    
Time 2 
 Total 
N = 248 (100%) 
 Urban 
N = 133 (53.6%) 
 Rural 
N = 115 (46.4%) 
 Urban vs. Rural 
Comparison 
 N %  N %  N %  χ2/LRT (df) p 
Child Gender          2.15 (1) .143 
Female 131 52.8  76 57.1  55 47.8    
Male 117 47.2  57 42.9  60 52.2    
Child Race/Ethnicity           61.66 (3) <.001 
Black  23 11.7  23 28.0  0 0.0    
Hispanic or Latino 46 23.5  16 19.5  30 26.3    
Othera 24 12.2  17 20.7  7 6.1    
White  103 52.6  26 31.7  77 67.5    
Child IEP          0.86 (2) .651 
No 171 86.8  72 86.7  99 86.8    
Yes 7 3.6  4 4.8  3 2.6    
Don’t know 19 9.6  7 8.4  12 10.5    
Relationship to child          3.52 (2) .172 
Mother 179 90.9  75 89.2  105 92.1    
Father 16 8.1  7 8.4  9 7.9    
Othera 2 1.0  2 2.4  0 0.0    
Language most often spoken at home with 
child 
         2.66 (1) .103 
Only English 160 81.2  63 75.9  97 81.5    
Otherb 37 18.8  20 24.1  17 14.9    
Parent Race/Ethnicity          55.10 (3) <.001 
Black  24 12.2  24 29.3  0 0.0    
Hispanic or Latino 37 18.9  14 17.1  23 20.2    
Othera 13 6.6  9 11.0  4 3.5    
White  122 62.2  35 42.7  87 76.3    
124 
  
Parent highest level of education          21.18 (4) <.001 
Less than HS diploma/GED 20 10.2  11 13.3  9 7.9    
HS diploma/GED 61 31.0  28 33.7  33 28.9    
Some training beyond HS/1 year 
certificate 
63 32.0  30 36.1  33 28.9    
Associate/2-year degree 17 8.6  10 12.0  7 6.1    
4-year degree or additional training 36 18.3  4 4.8  32 28.1    
Household incomed          9.17 (1) .002 
>150% FPL and no support 58 31.2  14 8.7  44 39.6    
<150% FPL and/or support 128 68.8  61 81.3  67 60.4    
Time 3 
 Total 
N = 236 (100%) 
 Urban 
N = 127 (53.8%) 
 Rural 
N = 109 (46.2%) 
 Urban vs. Rural 
Comparison 
 N %  N %  N %  χ2/LRT (df) p 
Child Gender          3.19 (1) .075 
Female 123 52.1  73 57.5  50 45.9    
Male 113 47.9  54 42.5  59 54.1    
Child Race/Ethnicity           76.82 (3) <.001 
Black  33 14.4  33 27.0  0 0.0    
Hispanic or Latino 60 26.2  36 29.5  24 22.4    
Othera 30 13.1  23 18.9  7 6.5    
White  106 46.3  30 24.6  76 71.0    
Child IEP          0.00 (2) .998 
No 206 88.8  111 88.8  95 88.8    
Yes 11 4.7  6 4.8  5 4.7    
Don’t know 15 6.5  8 6.4  7 6.5    
Relationship to child          6.53 (2) .038 
Mother 206 88.8  110 88.0  96 89.7    
Father 21 9.1  10 8.0  11 10.3    
Otherb 5 2.1  5 4.0  0 0.0    
Language most often spoken at home with 
child 
         8.26 (1) .004 
Only English 184 79.7  90 72.6  94 87.9    
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Otherc 47 20.3  34 27.4  13 12.1    
Parent Race/Ethnicity          73.47 (3) <.001 
Black  36 15.7  36 29.3  0 0.0    
Hispanic or Latino 56 24.3  35 28.5  21 19.6    
Othera 15 6.5  12 9.8  3 2.8    
White  123 53.5  40 32.5  83 77.6    
Parent highest level of education          31.06 (4) <.001 
Less than HS diploma/GED 38 16.4  30 24.0  8 7.5    
HS diploma/GED 58 25.0  33 26.4  35 23.4    
Some training beyond HS/1 year 
certificate 
77 33.2  45 36.0  32 29.9    
Associate/2-year degree 22 9.5  10 8.0  12 11.2    
4-year degree or additional training 37 15.9  7 5.6  30 28.0    
Household incomed          23.44 (1) <.001 
>150% FPL and no support 75 32.9  23 18.9  53 49.1    
<150% FPL and/or support 153 67.1  99 81.1  54 50.9    
Time 4  
 Total 
N = 233 (100%) 
 Urban 
N = 125 (53.6%) 
 Rural 
N = 108 (46.4%) 
 Urban vs. Rural 
Comparison 
 N %  N %  N %  χ2/LRT (df) p 
Child Gender          2.56 (1) .110 
Female 121 51.9  71 56.8  50 46.3    
Male 112 48.1  54 43.2  58 53.7    
Child Race/Ethnicity           74.400 (3) <.001 
Black  36 15.6  36 29.0  0 0.0    
Hispanic or Latino 65 28.1  39 31.5  26 24.3    
Othera 27 11.7  19 15.3  8 7.5    
White  103 44.6  30 24.2  73 68.2    
Child IEP          4.47 (2) .107 
No 193 83.5  100 80.6  93 86.9    
Yes 23 10.0  12 9.7  11 10.3    





Relationship to child          6.11 (2) .047 
Mother 201 88.2  108 86.4  93 90.3    
Father 22 9.6  12 9.6  10 9.7    
Otherb 5 2.2  5 4.0  0 0.0    
Language most often spoken at home with 
child 
         7.70 (1) .006 
Only English 183 78.0  90 72.0  93 86.9    
Otherc 49 21.1  35 28.0  14 13.1    
Parent Race/Ethnicity          69.94 (3) <.001 
Black  36 15.6  36 29.0  0 0.0    
Hispanic or Latino 54 23.4  34 27.4  20 18.7    
Othera 18 7.8  13 10.5  5 4.7    
White  123 53.2  41 33.1  82 76.6    
Parent highest level of education          21.63 (4) <.001 
Less than HS diploma/GED 34 14.7  27 21.6  7 6.5    
HS diploma/GED 61 26.3  33 26.4  28 26.2    
Some training beyond HS/1 year 
certificate 
73 31.5  42 33.6  31 29.0    
Associate/2-year degree 24 10.3  12 9.6  12 11.2    
4-year degree or additional training 40 17.2  11 8.8  29 27.1    
Household incomed          20.56 (1) <.001 
>150% FPL and no support 80 35.2  26 21.7  54 50.5    
<150% FPL and/or support 147 64.8  94 78.3  53 49.5    
Note. Geographic comparisons based on multinomial logistic regression analyses with cluster-robust standard errors to account for nesting 
at the school level. χ2 = chi-square difference test (for comparisons based on 1 degree of freedom). LRT = likelihood ratio test (for 
comparisons based on >1 degree of freedom). df = degrees of freedom. HS = high school education. GED = General Education 
Development tests, and if passed, represents a alternative to a high school diploma. FPL = federal poverty line. IEP = Individualized 
Education Program. a Parent/child other races: American Indian/Alaska Native, Asian, Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander, Other, or 
multiple races. bGrandmother, stepmother, great-grandmother. cArabic, Chinese, Dinka, French, Karen, Kurdish, Ogoni, Spanish, 
Vietnamese, multiple languages. dGovernment sources of income/support include welfare, TANF, general assistance, food stamps, WIC, 





Table 2    




N = 65 (100%) 
 Urban 
N = 39 (60%) 
 Rural 
N = 26 (40%) 
 Urban vs. Rural 
Comparison 
Preschool Teachers N %  N %  N %  χ2/LRT (df) p 
Gender              
Female 64 98.5   38  97.4   26 100.0  0.68 (1) .411 
Male  1  1.5    1 2.6   0 0.0      
Race/Ethnicity                  1.06 (2)  .590 
Black   1 1.6    1 2.6    0  0.0      
Hispanic or Latino  3  4.7    2 5.1     1  4.0      
Othera 0  0.0    0 0.0    0 0.0      
White  60  93.8    36 92.3    24  96.0      
Years of experience                  4.17 (2) .131 
Fewer than 5 years 14  21.9    9 23.1   5  20.0      
5-10 years  21 32.8    16 41.0   5 20.0      
More than 10 years  29 45.3    14 35.9   15 60.0      
Highest level of education                  5.65 (2) .059 
Associate/2-year degree 1 1.6     0 0.0    1  3.8       
4-year degree  36  56.3    18  47.4    18  69.2    
Education specialist or Master’s  27  42.2    20  52.6    7  26.9    
Teaching certificate                  4.72 (1) .030 
No  3 4.6   0  0.0   3 11.5    
Yes 62 95.4  39 100.0  23 88.5    
Time 3 
 Total 
N = 119 (100%) 
 Urban 
N = 73 (61.3%) 
 Rural 
N = 46 (38.7%) 
 Urban vs. Rural 
Comparison 
Kindergarten Teachers N %  N %  N %  χ2/LRT (df) p 
Gender           
Female  116 99.1   70  98.6  46  100.0  .65 (1) .419 
Male  1  0.9   1 1.4   0 0.0    
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Race/Ethnicity                3.09 (3)  .378 
Black   1  0.9  1 1.4  0 0.0       
Hispanic or Latino  3 2.6  2 2.9  1 2.2      
Othera  2 1.7  2 2.9  0  0.0      
White   109 94.8  65 92.9  44 97.8      
Years of experience                0.06 (2) .971 
Fewer than 5 years 21 18.1  13 18.6  8  17.4      
5-10 years 29 25.0  17 24.3  12 26.1      
More than 10 years 66 56.5  40 57.1  26 56.5      
Highest level of education                 0.36 (1) .546 
4-year degree 62 53.4  39 55.7  23 50.0      
Education specialist or Master’s 54 46.6  31 44.3  23 50.0    
Teaching certificate              Insufficient variability 
No 0  0.0   0  0.0    0 0.0     
Yes  117 100.0  71 100.0  46  100.0    
Time 4 
 Total 
N = 118 (100%) 
 Urban 
N = 73 (61.9%) 
 Rural 
N = 45 (38.1%) 
 Urban vs. Rural 
Comparison 
First Grade Teachers N %  N %  N %  χ2/LRT (df) p 
Gender          1.92 (1) .165 
Female 114 97.4  69 95.8  45 100.0    
Male 3  2.6  3 4.2  0 0.0    
Race/Ethnicity                 11.39 (3) .010 
Black  5  4.3  5 6.9  0  0.0       
Hispanic or Latino 5 4.3  5 6.9  0 0.0      
Othera 1 0.9  1  1.4  0 0.0      
White  106 90.6  61 84.7  45  100.0      
Years of experience                 1.03 (2) .598 
Fewer than 5 years 29 25.0  20 27.8  9 20.5      
5-10 years 35 30.2  22 30.6   13 29.5      
More than 10 years 52 44.8  30 41.7  22 50.0 
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Highest level of education                1.65 (1)  .199 
4-year degree  61 53.0  41 57.7  20 45.5      
Education specialist or Master’s 54 47.0  30 42.3  24 54.5      
Teaching certificate                Insufficient variability  
No  0 0.0   0  0.0   0  0.0       
Yes 116  100.0  71 100.0  45  100.0    
Note. Geographic comparisons based on multinomial logistic regression analyses with cluster-robust standard errors to account for nesting 
at the school level. χ2 = chi-square difference test (for comparisons based on 1 degree of freedom). LRT = likelihood ratio test (for 
comparisons based on >1 degree of freedom). df = degrees of freedom. aOther races: American Indian/Alaska Native, Asian, Native 






Descriptive Statistics  
Time 1 
 Total 
N = 250 (100%) 
 Urban 
N = 134 (53.6%) 
 Rural 
N = 116 (46.4%) 
 M SD  M SD  M SD 
Social-emotional skills         
Social Skills 103.47 21.73  103.25 21.69  103.72 21.87 
Problem Behaviors 11.38 12.66  12.65 14.01  9.91 10.77 
Parent-child relationship         
Conflict 1.90 0.76  1.88 0.79  1.93 0.73 
Closeness 4.82 0.32  4.84 0.29  4.79 0.34 
Home-school connection         
Structural communication  49.58 10.33  52.39 9.92  48.34 9.88 
Relational communication  4.12 1.00  4.19 1.02  4.02 0.97 
Time 2 
 Total 
N = 248 (100%) 
 Urban 
N = 133 (53.6%) 
 Rural 
N = 115 (46.4%) 
 M SD  M SD  M SD 
Social-emotional skills         
Social Skills 109.72 21.18  106.23 21.85  113.80 19.70 
Problem Behaviors 9.78 12.56  11.97 13.74  7.25 10.54 
Parent-child relationship         
Conflict 1.82 0.74  1.80 0.72  1.84 0.76 
Closeness 4.83 0.31  4.82 0.37  4.84 0.24 
Home-school connection         
Structural communication  50.38 10.53  53.87 9.99  46.34 9.70 










N = 236 (100%) 
 Urban 
N = 127 (53.8%) 
 Rural 
N = 109 (46.2%) 
 M SD  M SD  M SD 
Social-emotional skills         
Social Skills 100.13 22.19  100.89 22.49  99.33 21.96 
Problem Behaviors 12.71 12.55  13.15 13.08  12.25 12.03 
Parent-child relationship         
Conflict 1.74 0.75  1.73 0.76  1.75 0.74 
Closeness 4.84 0.25  4.84 0.27  4.84 0.23 
Home-school connection         
Structural communication  48.41 11.78  50.59 11.69  45.86 11.43 
Relational communication  3.99 1.07  4.12 1.03  3.83 1.10 
Time 4  
 Total 
N = 233 (100%) 
 Urban 
N = 125 (53.6%) 
 Rural 
N = 108 (46.4%) 
 M SD  M SD  M SD 
Social-emotional skills         
Social Skills 100.88 23.28  100.16 22.97  101.66 23.72 
Problem Behaviors 13.01 13.01  13.33 12.75  13.10 13.36 
Parent-child relationship         
Conflict 1.85 0.82  1.88 0.89  1.81 0.73 
Closeness 4.81 0.27  4.79 0.30  4.82 0.22 
Home-school connection         
Structural communication  56.88 12.12  59.06 11.54  54.34 12.33 
Relational communication  4.00 1.05  4.11 1.02  3.88 1.08 
Note: For this sample, Social Skills scores range 28-138 (with high scores indicating more social skills); Problem Behaviors scores range from 0-
84 (with high scores indicating more problem behaviors); Conflict scores range from 1-5 (with high scores indicating more conflict); Closeness 
scores range from 2.14-5 (with high scores indicating more closeness); Structural Communication scores range from 10-73 (with high scores 
indicating more communication); Relational Communication scores range from 1-5 (with high scores indicating more communication).
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Table 4 
Developmental Trajectories  
Model 1a: Unconditional model for Social-Emotional Skills 
Model Parameter Estimate (b) 
Beta 
(stdyx) S.E. Est./S.E. 
p-
value 
Social-Emotional Skills Factor 
Loadings 
     
     T1 Social Skills 1.00 .58       .04     13.50 < .001 
     T1 Problem Behaviors .95 .76       .07      1.91 < .001 
     T2 Social Skills 1.00 .59       .04      14.78 < .001 
     T2 Problem Behaviors .95 .73       .06      11.53 < .001 
     T3 Social Skills 1.00 .61       .03      17.88 < .001 
     T3 Problem Behaviors .95 .75       .06      13.20 < .001 
     T4 Social Skills 1.00 .65       .03      2.52 < .001 
     T4 Problem Behaviors .95 .78       .05      15.22 < .001 
Means      
     Intercept 1.60       11.96 .09     112.60 < .001 
     Slope .02       .20 .01    1.71    .056 
Covariances      
     Intercept with Slope .01       .08 .07       .48       .630 
Variances      
     Intercept .79       1.00 .16       4.93 < .001 
     Slope .01       1.00 .01       2.41 .016 
Model 1b: Conditional model for Social-Emotional Skills 
Model Parameter Estimate (b) 
Beta 
(stdyx) S.E. Est./S.E. 
p-
value 
Social-Emotional Skills Factor 
Loadings 
     
     T1 Social Skills 1.00 .58 .04 13.53 < .001 
     T1 Problem Behaviors .95 .71 .07 11.06 < .001 
     T2 Social Skills 1.00 .59 .04 14.60 < .001 
     T2 Problem Behaviors .95 .72 .06 11.560 < .001 
     T3 Social Skills 1.00 .61 .04 17.40 < .001 
     T3 Problem Behaviors .95 .74 .06 13.11 < .001 
     T4 Social Skills 1.00 .65 .03 19.99 < .001 
     T4 Problem Behaviors .95 .77 .05 14.96 < .001 
Intercepts       
     Intercept (INT) 11.16 12.63 .41 27.38 < .001 
     Slope -.04 -.37 .08 -.52 .606 
INT on GEOGRAPHY -.08       -.04 .17      -.45       .655 
INT on GENDER -.30 -.17 .14      -2.09       .037 
INT on PARENT RACE -.13       -.18 .07      -1.78       .076 
INT on HOME LANGUAGE .52       .24 .20       2.63       .008 
INT on PARENT EDUCATION  .13       .18 .07       1.86       .063 
INT on INCOME    -.21       -.10 .19      -1.11       .268 
SLOPE on GEOGRAPHY -.02       -.10 .03      -.77       .444 
SLOPE on GENDER .01       .06 .03       .49       .628 
SLOPE on PARENT RACE .01       .09 .01       .67       .503 
SLOPE on HOME LANGUAGE -.05       -.17 .04      -1.14       .255 
SLOPE on PARENT EDUCATION     .01       .13 .02       .72       .470 
SLOPE on INCOME    .01       .03 .04       .21       .832 
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Covariances      
     Intercept with Slope .01       .10 .02       .49       .627 
Variances      
     Intercept .66       .85 .14             4.78 < .001 
     Slope .01       .93 .01       2.25       .025 
Model 2a: Unconditional model for Parent-Child Relationship  
Model Parameter Estimate Beta (stdyx) S.E. Est./S.E. 
p-
value 
Parent-Child Relationship Factor 
Loadings 
     
     T1 Closeness 1.00 .90 .11 7.99 < .001 
     T1 Conflict .07 .25 .04 6.66 < .001 
     T2 Closeness 1.00 .88 .12 7.46 < .001 
     T2 Conflict .07 .23 .03 9.10 < .001 
     T3 Closeness 1.00 .96 .01     195.34 < .001 
     T3 Conflict .07 .21 .02      13.06 < .001 
     T4 Closeness 1.00 .96 .01     212.50 < .001 
     T4 Conflict .07 .22 .02      12.47 < .001 
Means      
     Intercept 48.07 16.88 .21 229.37 < .001 
     Slope .36 .82 .17 2.11 .035  
     Quadratic -.07 — .03 -2.42 .016 
Covariances      
     Intercept with Slope -.66       -.53 .67      -.98       .327 
     Intercept with Quadratic 0       — — — — 
     Slope with Quadratic 0       — — — — 
Variances      
     Intercept 8.11 1.00 3.02 2.69 .007 
     Slope .19 1.00 .18 1.08 .282 
     Quadratic 0       — — — — 
Model 2b: Conditional model for Parent-Child Relationship 
Model Parameter Estimate Beta (stdyx) S.E. Est./S.E. 
p-
value 
Parent-Child Relationship Factor 
Loadings 
     
     T1 Closeness 1.00 .91 .10 8.74 < .001 
     T1 Conflict .07 .25       .04       6.98 < .001 
     T2 Closeness 1.00 .89       .11       7.94 < .001 
     T2 Conflict .07 .23       .02       9.63 < .001 
     T3 Closeness 1.00 .96       .01     193.51 < .001 
     T3 Conflict .07 .21       .02      12.90 < .001 
     T4 Closeness 1.00 .96       .01     211.16 < .001 
     T4 Conflict .07 .22       .02      12.41 < .001 
Intercepts      
     Intercept (INT) 46.40       16.07 .90      51.52 < .001 
     Slope 1.31       2.25 .67       1.97 .049  
     Quadratic (QUAD) -.19       -2.98 .13     -1.43 .151 
INT on GEOGRAPHY -1.06       -.18 .42     -2.51       .012 
INT on GENDER .48       .08 .39       1.22       .223 
INT on PARENT RACE .25       .10 .19       1.36       .175 
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INT on HOME LANGUAGE -.35       -.05 .51      -.69       .491 
INT on PARENT EDUCATION  .38       .16 .14       2.70       .007 
INT on INCOME    -.36       -.05 .38      -.96       .339 
SLOPE on GEOGRAPHY .44       .38 .36       1.24       .217 
SLOPE on GENDER -.61       -.52 .30      -2.05       .041 
SLOPE on PARENT RACE -.17       -.34 .14      -1.21       .226 
SLOPE on HOME LANGUAGE .03       .02 .42       .07       .946 
SLOPE on PARENT EDUCATION     .02       .05 .14       .17       .863 
SLOPE on INCOME    .21       .15 .32       .67       .505 
QUAD on GEOGRAPHY -.05       -.37 .06      -.76       .450 
QUAD on GENDER .10       .79 .05       1.86       .062 
QUAD on PARENT RACE .03       .49 .03       1.02       .309 
QUAD on HOME LANGUAGE .00       -.01 .08      -.03       .980 
QUAD on PARENT EDUCATION     -.02       -.31 .03      -.62       .536 
QUAD on INCOME    -.06       -.37 .06    -.96       .340 
Covariances      
     Intercept with Slope -.65       -.53 .64      -1.01       .312 
     Intercept with Quadratic 0       — — — — 
     Slope with Quadratic 0       — — — — 
Variances      
     Intercept 7.74 .93 2.85 2.72 .007 
     Slope .19 .56 .17 1.12 .262 
     Quadratic 0       — — — — 
Model 3a: Unconditional model for Home-School Connection  
Model Parameter Estimate Beta (stdyx) S.E. Est./S.E. 
p-
value 
Home-School Connection Factor 
Loadings 
     
     T1 Structural Communication 1.00 .79       .03      28.64 < .001 
     T1 Relational Communication .83 .70       .03      25.74 < .001 
     T2 Structural Communication 1.00 .78       .03      28.11 < .001 
     T2 Relational Communication .83 .69       .02      28.37 < .001 
     T3 Structural Communication 1.00 .82       .03      32.89 < .001 
     T3 Relational Communication .83 .74       .02      32.73 < .001 
     T4 Structural Communication 1.00 .85       .02      4.29 < .001 
     T4 Relational Communication .70 .72       .03      28.84 < .001 
Means      
     Intercept  4.96       6.47 .07      75.72       < .001 
     Slope .30       .69 .08       3.60       < .001 
     Quadratic -.24            -2.96 .04 -5.66       < .001 
     Cubic .04       — .01       7.50      < .001 
Covariances      
     Intercept with Slope -.10       -.30 .05      -1.80       .073 
     Intercept with Quadratic .02       .31 .01       1.91       .056 
     Intercept with Cubic 0       — — — — 
     Slope with Quadratic -.03       -.95 .01      -2.97       .003 
     Slope with Cubic 0       — — — — 
     Quadratic with Cubic 0       — — — — 
Variances      
     Intercept .59       1.00 .09       6.62 < .001 
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     Slope .18       1.00 .06       3.16       .002 
     Quadratic .01       1.00 .00       2.94       .003 
     Cubic 0       — — — — 
Model 3b: Conditional model for Home-School Connection 
Model Parameter Estimate Beta (stdyx) S.E. Est./S.E. 
p-
value 
Home-School Connection Factor 
Loadings 
     
     T1 Structural Communication 1.00 .80            .03 28.52 < .001 
     T1 Relational Communication .83 .69       .03      25.95 < .001 
     T2 Structural Communication 1.00 .80       .03      28.87 < .001 
     T2 Relational Communication .83 .69       .02      29.09   < .001 
     T3 Structural Communication 1.00 .83       .03      32.97 < .001 
     T3 Relational Communication .83 .73       .02      32.41 < .001 
     T4 Structural Communication 1.00 .86       .02      41.50 < .001 
     T4 Relational Communication .70 .72       .02      29.29 < .001 
Intercepts      
     Intercept (INT) 5.28       6.87 .34      15.75      < .001 
     Slope .34       .73 .46       .73       .467 
     Quadratic (QUAD) -.07            -.47 .23 -.29       .772 
     Cubic .01       .35 .03       .20       .839 
INT on GEOGRAPHY -.41       -.27 .13      -3.09       .002 
INT on GENDER -.10       -.06 .12      -.84       .404 
INT on PARENT RACE -.07       -.11 .06      -1.16       .247 
INT on HOME LANGUAGE -.51       -.27 .16      -3.27       .001 
INT on PARENT EDUCATION  .04             .06 .05 .70       .482 
INT on INCOME    .29       .16 .16       1.81       .070 
SLOPE on GEOGRAPHY -.26       -.28 .19      -1.39       .166 
SLOPE on GENDER .18       .20 .16       1.11       .266 
SLOPE on PARENT RACE -.05       -.14 .08      -.66       .510 
SLOPE on HOME LANGUAGE .09       .08 .22       .43       .667 
SLOPE on PARENT EDUCATION     -.02       -.04 .08      -.20       .841 
SLOPE on INCOME    -.01       -.01 .22      -.03       .977 
QUAD on GEOGRAPHY .18       .60 .10       1.83       .067 
QUAD on GENDER -.14          -.50 .08   -1.73       .085 
QUAD on PARENT RACE .02       .14 .04       .40       .689 
QUAD on HOME LANGUAGE .05       .14 .11       .45       .655 
QUAD on PARENT EDUCATION     -.01       -.10 .04      -.31       .757 
QUAD on INCOME    -.08       -.29 .11      -.72       .473 
CUBIC on GEOGRAPHY -.03       -.70 .01     -2.00       .045 
CUBIC on GENDER .02            .57 .01 1.89       .059 
CUBIC on PARENT RACE .00          -.09 .01      -.23    .815 
CUBIC on HOME LANGUAGE -.01       -.30 .02      -.93       .354 
CUBIC on PARENT EDUCATION     .00            .26 .01 .75       .454 
CUBIC on INCOME    .02       .36 .02       1.03       .305 
Covariances      
     Intercept with Slope -.08           -.28 .05      -1.64   .100 
     Intercept with Quadratic .02       .30 .01       1.72       .085 
     Intercept with Cubic 0       — — — — 
     Slope with Quadratic -.03       -.95 .01      -2.84       .004 
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Note: T1-T4 = Time 1-4 
 
  
     Slope with Cubic 0       — — — — 
     Quadratic with Cubic 0       — — — — 
Variances      
     Intercept .49       .82 .08       6.18 < .001 
     Slope .17       .81 .06       3.08       .002 
     Quadratic .01       .27 .00       2.78       .006 
     Cubic 0       — — — — 
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Table 5 
Time-Varying Covariate   
Model 4: Parent-Child Relationship with Social-Emotional Skills  
Model Parameter Estimate (b) 
Beta 
(stdyx) S.E. Est./S.E. p-value 
Social-Emotional Skills (SES) 
Factor Loadings 
     
     T1 Social Skills 1.00 .52       .05      11.10 < .001 
     T1 Problem Behaviors .95 .68       .05       12.49 < .001 
     T2 Social Skills 1.00 .56       .04      13.12 < .001 
     T2 Problem Behaviors .95 .72          .05   14.62 < .001 
     T3 Social Skills 1.00 .59       .04      16.21 < .001 
     T3 Problem Behaviors .95 .74       .04      19.17 < .001 
     T4 Social Skills 1.00 .60       .04      15.43 < .001 
     T4 Problem Behaviors .95 .75       .04      2.68 < .001 
Parent-Child Relationship (PCR) 
Factor Loadings 
     
     T1 Closeness .07 .22       .05       4.69 < .001 
     T1 Conflict .58 .75        .04      18.04 < .001 
     T2 Closeness .07 .23       .06       4.12 < .001 
     T2 Conflict .58 .78       .04      18.88 < .001 
     T3 Closeness .07 .27       .06       5.01 < .001 
     T3 Conflict .58 .78       .04      21.14 < .001 
     T4 Closeness .07 .27       .06       4.59 < .001 
     T4 Conflict .58 .72       .04      17.80 < .001 
Intercepts      
     Intercept (INT) 11.04 6.15 .28 39.68 < .001 
     Slope -.01 -.36 .07 -.12 .902 
SES1 on PCR1 .83       .98 .08      1.16       < .001 
SES2 on PCR1 1.56       1.64 .28       5.55       < .001 
SES2 on PCR2 -.58       -.61 .29      -1.98       .047 
SES3 on PCR1 -3.35       -3.28 2.07      -1.62       .106 
SES3 on PCR2 2.78       2.72 1.48       1.87       .061 
SES3 on PCR3 1.30       1.27 .61       2.12       .034 
SES4 on PCR1 -6.25       -5.94 5.63      -1.11       .267 
SES4 on PCR2 4.17       3.97 3.41       1.22       .221 
SES4 on PCR3 2.84       2.70 1.96       1.45       .146 
SES4 on PCR4 -.42       -.40 .15      -2.85       .004 
INT on GENDER -.11       -.30 .10      -1.17       .243 
INT on PARENT RACE -.10       -.61 .05      -1.86       .063 
INT on HOME LANGUAGE .27       .59 .12       2.28       .022 
INT on PARENT EDUCATION  .00       .00 .05       .01       .995 
INT on INCOME    -.14       -.33 .11      -1.29       .196 
SLOPE on GENDER .00       .04 .02       .08       .933 
SLOPE on PARENT RACE .01       .39 .01       .82       .410 
SLOPE on HOME LANGUAGE -.05       -.77 .03      -1.57       .116 
SLOPE on PARENT EDUCATION .00       .12 .01       .20       .846 
SLOPE on INCOME    .00       .07 .03       .12       .903 
Variances      
     Intercept 11.04       .00 .28      39.68       < .001 
     Slope -.01       .00 .07      -.12       .902 
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Note: T1-T4 = Time 1-4; PCR = parent-child relationship; SES = social-emotional skills; HSC = 
home-school connection 
Model 5: Home-School Connection with Social-Emotional Skills 
Model Parameter Estimate (b) 
Beta 
(stdyx) S.E. Est./S.E. p-value 
Social-Emotional Skills (SES) 
Factor Loadings 
     
     T1 Social Skills 1.00       .58        .04      13.44 < .001 
     T1 Problem Behaviors .95 .70        .07       9.85 < .001 
     T2 Social Skills 1.00       .59        .04      15.33 < .001 
     T2 Problem Behaviors .95 .71        .07      1.47 < .001 
     T3 Social Skills 1.00       .61        .04      17.62 < .001 
     T3 Problem Behaviors .95 .73        .06      11.47 < .001 
     T4 Social Skills 1.00       .65        .03      2.24 < .001 
     T4 Problem Behaviors .95 .76        .06      13.16 < .001 
Home-School Connection (HSC) 
Factor Loadings 
     
     T1 Structural Communication .84 .77       .03      28.28   < .001 
     T1 Relational Communication .84 .80       .03      23.54 < .001 
     T2 Structural Communication .84 .73       .03      27.23 < .001 
     T2 Relational Communication .84 .84       .02      35.63 < .001 
     T3 Structural Communication .84 .72       .03      28.13 < .001 
     T3 Relational Communication .84 .83       .04      23.15 < .001 
     T4 Structural Communication .84 .72       .03      22.82 < .001 
     T4 Relational Communication .84 .82       .04      23.12 < .001 
Intercepts      
     Intercept (INT) 11.12      12.68 .42      26.70       < .001 
     Slope -.04       -.332 .10      -.38       .704 
SES1 on HSC1 .12       .12 .09       1.26       .207 
SES2 on HSC1 -.14       -.15 .24      -.61       .543 
SES2 on HSC2 .32       .33 .20       1.59       .111 
SES3 on HSC1 -.23       -.23 .31      -.76       .445 
SES3 on HSC2 .25       .24 .30       .82       .410 
SES3 on HSC3 .11       .11 .09       1.23       .217 
SES4 on HSC1 -.15       -.14 .29      -.53       .595 
SES4 on HSC2 -.04       -.03 .29    -.13       .898 
SES4 on HSC3 .05       .05 .10       .51       .608 
SES4 on HSC4 .29       .25 .13       2.30       .021 
INT on GENDER -.28       -.16 .14     -2.02       .044 
INT on PARENT RACE -.13       -.18 .08    -1.66       .096 
INT on HOME LANGUAGE .57       .26 .24       2.38       .017 
INT on PARENT EDUCATION  .12       .18 .07       1.76       .078 
INT on INCOME    -.25       -.12 .21      -1.18       .237 
SLOPE on GENDER .02       .07 .03       .60       .546 
SLOPE on PARENT RACE .01       .05 .01       .40       .688 
SLOPE on HOME LANGUAGE -.05       -.18 .03      -1.50       .133 
SLOPE on PARENT EDUCATION     .01       .09 .02       .47       .640 
SLOPE on INCOME    .02       .07 .04       .48       .632 
Variances      
     Intercept .65       .85 .13       4.70      < .001 
     Slope .01       .94 .01       2.52       .012 
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Table 6 
Multiple Group Analyses    
Model 6: Parent-Child Relationship and Social-Emotional Skills 
Model Parameter Estimate (b) Difference p-value Urban Rural 
INT 11.05 11.67 .63 .250 
SLOPE .07 -.06 -.14 .396 
SES1 on PCR1 .90  .90 .00 .980 
SES2 on PCR1 .43 -.06 -.49 .307 
SES2 on PCR2 .62 1.03 .41 .368 
SES3 on PCR1 -.04 -.25 -.22    .540 
SES3 on PCR2 .11 -.01 -.12 .703 
SES3 on PCR3 1.00 1.28 .31 .201 
SES4 on PCR1 .04 -.06 -.10 .849 
SES4 on PCR2 -.08 .33 .41 .463 
SES4 on PCR3 -.45 -.36 .10 .798 
SES4 on PCR4 1.49 1.13 -.36 .399 
INT on GENDER -.05 -.20 -.15    .449 
INT on PARENT RACE -.10 -.20 -.09 .356 
INT on HOME LANGUAGE .26 .04 -.23    .345 
INT on PARENT EDUCATION  -.01 .01 .01    .876 
INT on INCOME    -.14 -.22 -.08 .740 
SLOPE on GENDER .01 -.01 -.01 .729 
SLOPE on PARENT RACE .02 .01 -.02 .576 
SLOPE on HOME LANGUAGE -.07 -.04 .03 .667 
SLOPE on PARENT EDUCATION     -.02 .02 .04 .092 
SLOPE on INCOME    -.05 .01 .06 .381 
Model 7: Home-School Connection and Social-Emotional Skills 
Model Parameter Estimate (b) Difference p-value Urban Rural 
INT 1.85 12.33 1.48 .138 
SLOPE .10 -.20 -.30 .177 
SES1 on HSC1 .18 .13 -.06 .773 
SES2 on HSC1 .06 -.19 -.25 .682 
SES2 on HSC2 .09 .45 .36 .532 
SES3 on HSC1 .28 -.21 -.49 .576 
SES3 on HSC2 -.19 .19 .39 .679 
SES3 on HSC3 .10 .15 .06 .789 
SES4 on HSC1 .07 -.27 -.34 .617 
SES4 on HSC2 -.27 .14 .41 .560 
SES4 on HSC3 -.02 .18 .19 .396 
SES4 on HSC4 .43 .08 -.36 .244 
INT on GENDER -.22 -.40 -.17 .537 
INT on PARENT RACE -.10 -.36 -.26 .165 
INT on HOME LANGUAGE .71 .01 -.71 .234 
INT on PARENT EDUCATION  .17 .09 -.08 .589 
INT on INCOME    -.29 -.34 -.05 .910 
SLOPE on GENDER .05 -.01 -.06 .274 
SLOPE on PARENT RACE .01 .02 .01 .828 
SLOPE on HOME LANGUAGE -.08 -.01 .06 .528 
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SLOPE on PARENT EDUCATION     -.03 .04 .07 .034 
SLOPE on INCOME    -.06 .07 .13 .163 
Note: SES1-4 = social-emotional skills at Times 1-4; PCR1-4= parent-child relationship at 
Times 1-4; HSC1-4 = home-school connection at Times 1-4; INT = Intercept 
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Figure 1 
Participant Flow Chart 
 
Note. This figure represents the flow of participants across the transition from Time 1 (fall of 
preschool year) to Time 4 (spring of first grade year), where U = urban students, R = rural 
students, PreK = preschool students, K = kindergarten students, 1st = first grade students, and 2nd 













250 PreK students       
(134 U, 116 R)
2 students lost       
(1 U, 1 R)
12 students lost                
(6 U, 6 R)
3 students lost     
(2 U, 1 R)
248 students 
transitioned        
(133 U, 115 R)
236 students 
transitioned
(127 U, 109 R)
233 students (125 
U, 108 R)
248 PreK (133 U, 115 
R)
2 PreK (0 U, 2 R);            
233 K (126 U; 107 R);      
1 1st (1 U, 0 R)
5 K (0 U; 5 R);                  
227 1st (124 U, 103 R);    
1 2nd (1 U, O R)
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Figure 2 




































Note. This figure depicts the proposed latent growth model, where M = moderator (community 
setting), I = intercept, S = slope, and S-E1-4 = social-emotional skills at Times 1-4 (or parent-child 
relationship or home-school connection)  
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Figure 3 





































Note. This figure depicts the proposed latent growth model with time-varying covariates included, 
where I = intercept, S = slope, S-E1-4 = social-emotional skills at Times 1-4, Rel1-4 = parent-child 
relationship (or home-school connection) at Times 1-4 
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Figure 4 
Multiple Group Latent Growth Model with Time-Varying Covariates 
























Note. This figure depicts the proposed multiple group latent growth model with time-varying covariates, where I = intercept, S = slope, S-E1-4 = 
social-emotional skills at Times 1-4, Rel1-4 = parent-child relationship (or home-school connection) at Times 1-4 
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Figure 5 
Social-Emotional Skills Trajectory Across the Preschool to First Grade Transition 
 
Note. This figure demonstrates the average social-emotional skills developmental trajectory 
across the transition from preschool to first grade, where Social-Emotional Skills refers to model 
predicted latent mean score across each time point; PB-Observed Mean refers to the average 
problem behavior mean score from the Social Skills Improvement System (SSIS) at each time 
point; and SS-Observed Mean refers to the average social skills mean score from the SSIS at each 
time point.  
 
 
   
Figure 6 
Parent-Child Relationship Quality Trajectory Across the Preschool to First Grade Transition 
 
 
Note. This figure demonstrates the average parent-child relationship quality developmental trajectory across the transition from preschool to first 
grade, where Parent-Child Relationship refers to model predicted latent mean score across each time point; Conflict-Observed Mean refers to the 
average conflict mean score from the Child Parent Relationship Scale (CPRS) at each time point; and Closeness-Observed Mean refers to the 
average closeness mean score from the CPRS at each time point. Figures 6b and 6c refer to the differing parent-child relationship quality 
developmental trajectories for community context and child gender, respectively.
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Figure 7 
Home-School Connection Trajectory Across the Preschool to First Grade Transition 
 
 
Note. This figure demonstrates the average home-school connection developmental trajectory across the transition from preschool to first grade, 
where Home-School Connection refers to model predicted latent mean score across each time point; Relational Comm-Observed Mean refers to 
the average relational communication mean score from the Parent-Teacher Relationship Scale (PTRS) at each time point; and Structural Comm-
Observed Mean refers to the average structural communication mean score from the Family Involvement Questionnaire (FIQ) at each time point. 
Figures 7b and 7c refer to the differing home-school connection developmental trajectories for community context and child gender, respectively
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Note. Spaghetti plots were created for each individual indicator (social skills, problem behaviors, 
conflict, closeness, structural communication [home-school conferencing], and relational 
communication [parent-teacher relationship]) for the full sample and by community context. The 
red fit lines represent average slope.  
